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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “S-So,” the women said after a moment. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    Freya let go of Lily’s face, but immediately grabbed a hold of her and pulled her into a tight hug as she met the woman’s gaze. “Unfortunately, no. There aren’t any clues to go on.” She sighed then, finally letting Lily go. 
 
    “Sorry,” the woman replied. “I wish I could be of more help.” 
 
    Freya shook her head. “It’s fine. And as for living with us, that’s something we’ll have to discuss separately. Having an extra two women in the house permanently is kind of a big deal.” 
 
    “I know we just bought your house,” she continued. “But maybe I could sell it, and we could at least live next to you guys? I can pay to have a house built beside Lily’s, so then we would be neighbors at least.” 
 
    Freya and Lily exchanged a glance, prompting Lily to speak up. “Maybe,” she replied tentatively, turning slightly to meet the woman’s gaze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Disclaimer 
 
      
 
    Warning: This book contains adult content that may not be suitable for all audiences, including suggestive adult scenes, slight harem elements, graphic violence, talk about self-harming behavior, and alcohol consumption/drug use.  
 
    However, this book does not attempt to glorify any of the negative topics mentioned previously, and it has both parts that you may find wholesome as well as parts that may make you cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1: Origin of Superpowers 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Late Morning 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson plopped her bag down on the FRIL couch in the living room and sighed heavily. The fire-retardant industrial latex made the couch look like it was covered in vinyl, having a similar appearance as most of her fireproof clothing. She had her best friend, Freya Rossetti, to thank for the unique material. Without having been asked to do so, Freya had used the resources afforded to her by owning her own fashion company to develop a method to turn the original crude material into something more elegant. 
 
    Her black vinyl-appearing shorts and green spaghetti-strap shirt that she wore now, along with her bra and panties, were all made of the same FRIL material. The choice of clothing would be impractical for most people to wear for long periods of time. But, since Lily didn’t sweat given her fiery ability, it wasn’t a problem for her no matter how warm it was outside. 
 
    Lily took a deep breath, reminiscing about the last week and a half. It had been a nice vacation, and she was excited to mark down June 3, 2734 as the day she became engaged to the man she loved, Sam Archer, but now they had to deal with the situation of Freya potentially having a child she didn’t know about. Lily wasn’t sure how it was possible for her best friend to have a kid in the first place, but she honestly didn’t mind the idea. 
 
    Lily wanted to have children herself, but was unable due to her unique pyrogenesis ability. And since children didn’t inherit their parent’s superpowers, that meant it would be too dangerous to try to carry a child for nine months. 
 
    Lily knew it might be possible for her to avoid bursting into flames for that long, especially since she had been practicing incessantly for the last year with Sam, but maintaining a normal body temperature was a separate issue. She was sure she spent most of her time every day with a temperature high enough to be considered running a lethal fever, and it wasn’t uncommon for her body heat to spike when she became excited or stressed, to the point of reaching conventional oven levels. 
 
    Which meant it really was impossible for her to carry her own child. 
 
    Thankfully, Freya had agreed to be a surrogate for her, so Lily had already become comfortable with the idea that her best friend might be carrying and giving birth to all of her children. Lily had also recently become comfortable with the idea that Freya might even want children of her own with their shared lover. So really, she had no personal reservations regarding the situation. If anything, she was kind of excited to have a little Freya joining their family. 
 
    Lily turned around confidently when she heard Freya and Sam entering the room behind her, carrying the rest of their bags. 
 
    “So, are we leaving right away?” Lily asked cheerfully, ready to meet Freya’s possible daughter. 
 
    Sam looked towards Freya too, uncertainty in his bright blue eyes. 
 
    Freya set one of the bags down and shifted her weight uncomfortably, her crimson gaze hesitant. “Umm, Lily,” she began cautiously. “I was actually thinking maybe just Sam and I should go.” She quickly continued when Lily’s expression abruptly dropped. “It’s just that I don’t want to overwhelm this little girl. I mean, Elise said she was only about eight years old. It might be a lot for her to meet all of us right away. I may even have Sam wait in the car,” she added. 
 
    Lily tried not to look dejected, but it was difficult to hide. She wanted to be there for her friend, but she hadn’t considered that Freya might not want her support. 
 
    “Umm, okay,” Lily replied simply, unable to manage much more. The rotating orange colors in her irises had almost come to a complete halt in response to her sudden change of mood. “I really need to exercise anyway,” she tried offering, feeling her eyes begin to sting. “It’s...been a while since I’ve jogged.” She paused. “And I don’t want to start gaining weight,” she added uncomfortably. 
 
    Freya abruptly closed the gap between them and wrapped her arms around Lily’s shoulders. “I’m not trying to leave you out of this,” Freya whispered, holding her tightly. “If we are able to bring her home, then I’m sure she’ll love you.” 
 
    Lily sniffled, and nodded quietly. 
 
    Freya sighed, before kissing her briefly on the cheek and pulling away. “Maybe you can try to organize our pictures while we’re gone?” she suggested. “Create a slideshow to display on your refrigerator’s monitor.” 
 
    Lily cheered back up a little, beginning to absentmindedly twirl some of her blonde hair with her index finger. “Okay,” she agreed quietly. “That should be fun.” 
 
    Freya nodded and turned back towards Sam. “I’ll go wait in your car,” she said with a small smile. “Try not to take too long saying goodbye,” she added with a wink. 
 
    Sam just shook his head at her suggestive comment while she passed him. She slowed down briefly to run her hand along his chest, before slipping into the hallway and out the front door. 
 
    He took a deep breath, moving to wrap Lily up in his own arms. Despite Freya’s comment, he knew Lily wouldn’t be in the mood for anything other than being held for a few minutes. So that’s exactly what he did. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I drove my midnight Lamborghini in silence while Freya stared out the window in the passenger’s seat, gazing at the passing trees. She had chosen to wear only a light gray spaghetti-strap tank top and low-rise denim shorts, wanting to dress as casually as possible for the day. Her black hair was tied back into a high ponytail, leaving her milky neck and thin shoulders exposed. 
 
    The sun was high in the bright blue sky, with the occasional cloud passing by to hide it only briefly. Like myself, Freya didn’t mind driving in complete silence, neglecting to even play music in the background. 
 
    There was something peaceful about it. 
 
    At least, usually. I wasn’t sure how Freya really felt about today. 
 
    We were on our way to the orphanage where the woman sitting next to me, who looked to be only twenty-three years old, had grown up some three-hundred and fifty years ago. The town didn’t have an underground interstate connecting it to the nearest major city, which meant we had to take one of the old surface roads for the last hour of the drive. The highway was still in great condition though, since most of the dark surface was made of hard plastic tiles that doubled as solar panels. It was obvious a lot of the surrounding forest had been cut back to avoid shading the road. 
 
    The entire drive was four hours long altogether, and we had spent most of it in silence. 
 
    It was only yesterday that we were on an island beach enjoying our two-week vacation with Lily, who was now officially my fiancé. However, our trip was cut a few days short when we got a phone call from Elise Chapin, the woman currently in charge of the orphanage. A little eight-year-old girl had shown up out of nowhere, claiming that Freya was her mother. The problem was, Freya had been incapable of even having sex until she met me. Her vampiric superpower caused her to have a violent bloodlust whenever she was horny, preventing her from having any kind of intimate relationship with anyone. Any person she tried to sleep with would be long dead before her body allowed her to try having sex. 
 
    And since she refused to be evil, despite the predisposing nature of the superpower she was born with, she had avoided a lot of activities normal people engaged in every day. 
 
    My regeneration ability, combined with my incapacity to die and high pain tolerance, allowed her to have the relationship she always craved for the first time. And she didn’t mind sharing me with Lily, who had a similar problem due to her unique fire superpower. They had been friends for fifteen years, ever since Lily was fourteen years old. So, while it had been difficult for Lily to accept Freya into the relationship as well, it had ultimately been Lily’s decision to include her best friend. 
 
    But Freya’s lack of a sex life left us with only one possible explanation for this little girl’s existence, especially considering she looked exactly like Freya had at that age. 
 
    She was a clone. 
 
    But that was its own problem. 
 
    I decided to break the silence, my hand loosely on the gear shift. “So, I know that it’s impossible to make clones,” I began, “but I don’t really know why it’s impossible.” 
 
    Freya tore her gaze from the trees whizzing by and looked over at me in surprise. “You don’t? That’s pretty standard knowledge taught in school science classes.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck, tightening my grip self-consciously on the steering wheel with my other hand. “Yeah, but I never actually went to school,” I admitted with a slight grimace. 
 
    “Oh!” Freya said in surprise, her eyes widening. She then glanced back out the window as she thought about it, probably recalling my memories that she had once seen with her hidden third eye. “I guess that makes sense. The body you’re in was twenty-six when you attached yourself to it as an infant. So, of course you wouldn’t have gone to school. You were too young when you were Samad, and too old when you became Sampson.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, having returned my hand to the gearshift. “I did learn the value of education fairly early on, but everything I know is stuff I taught myself online. I didn’t exactly follow a curriculum.” 
 
    Freya glanced at me again with a small smile. She then reached over and rested her hand on top of mine on the gearshift. “I guess you must have skipped world history then,” she mused. She laughed when I made a face. It was nice to hear her chuckle. “Alright,” she continued. “I’ll give you a quick lesson.” She paused, sitting up straighter. “So, you know about the virus that gave everyone superpowers, right?” 
 
    “Umm, not really,” I admitted. “I feel like maybe I’ve heard of something like that a few times, but I don’t know the details.” I would have thought that after over two centuries, I would know more about it, but I supposed if it was really such common knowledge then it made sense no one talked about it. It wasn’t much different than the fact that people didn’t typically socialize about wars that occurred several hundred years ago. Everyone might know about it, but they virtually never talked about it. 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Freya replied. “From the beginning then.” She turned her gaze back towards the window. “I guess it’s been about…” She abruptly spoke to my car’s Artificial Intelligence. “Lonnie, what’s 2734 minus 2091?” 
 
    “643,” Lonnie replied simply, speaking in his British accent. The AI had multiple voice settings, but that was my favorite, because he sounded like a fancy butler whenever he spoke. 
 
    “So then, there you have it,” Freya continued. “The virus appeared back in 2091, wiping out over eighty percent of the world’s population. It really set their technology backwards too, because so many people who knew how to create computers, phones, and everything else all died. The internet fell apart, primarily because people lost power. It took almost fifty years for them to even begin recovering again. They had to start almost everything from scratch, including reestablishing governments and nations. Thankfully, there were still enough highly educated people left, but the development of superpowers complicated everything.” She paused then, seeming pensive as she slowly gave me a mischievous smile. “Although, they didn’t start everything from scratch. Did you know that Lamborghini used to exist back then?” 
 
    I gawked at her, prompting her grin to widen. I knew the manufacturing company that made my car had been around for a while, but I had no idea it had been around that long. 
 
    “How in the world did they survive in a world where so many people died?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “It’s not the exact same company,” she corrected me. “The reason why companies like Lamborghini exist now is because entrepreneurs decided to revive old brands years later and continue where their predecessors left off. And legally, there was nothing stopping them from doing so, causing it to end up as first-come first-serve when it came to reregistering trademarks and patents.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply. “Makes sense.” 
 
    She sighed heavily with a small nod, her brief amusement fading. “They called it the Apocalyptic Super Virus – ASV…” She paused, seeming pensive again before clarifying. “Back then, the term ‘super bug’ was fairly common. They didn’t name it ‘super’ because it caused people to develop superpowers.” 
 
    I nodded. “How does that even work?” I wondered. “How does a virus give people superpowers?” After all, I knew viruses still existed today, but they just made people sick. 
 
    She shrugged. “Some speculate it may have been a biologically engineered weapon that got away from its creators. Supposedly, it completely modified the human genome. The whole sequence was thrown into a state of chaos, which is why so many people died. Those who survived found their genome stabilize, producing only slight genetic enhancements in many cases. That’s why things like speed, and heightened senses are so common. And the survivors also passed the ability to survive the process to their children.” She put extra emphasis on the word ‘process.’ 
 
    “So then, the virus is still around?” I wondered. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don’t think it is. But every time conception happens, the two genetic halves of each parent throw the newly formed genome into disarray all over again. It’s the reason why superpowers can’t be inherited from parents. Every child conceived has the chance to develop any superpower imaginable. The only thing that’s inherited is the ability to survive the mutation.” 
 
    “And somehow that impacts cloning,” I suspected. 
 
    She nodded, slowly rubbing the back of my hand on the gearshift with her fingers. “Yes. In 2091, cloning was a common method for having children, because human fertility rapidly declined after 2040. They noticed the trend in dropping fertility rates in the early 2000s, but no one realized it was going to be a problem until it was too late.” She paused. “But having children that way was no different than giving birth to an identical twin.” 
 
    “That seems a little weird,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not really,” she countered. “For example, let’s say your father had an identical twin. Technically, your father’s brother is your uncle, right? Yet they have the exact same genes, which means that genetically speaking your uncle is actually your biological father too. Sure, the uncle may not have contributed his genes directly, but a DNA test wouldn’t be able to detect which one was the father – only the woman would know for sure.” She paused. “So then, social customs are partly what determines the relationship between people. Genetically, the twin uncle would be your father too, but socially he is your uncle. Likewise, even if a woman gave birth to an identical twin of herself, she would still raise and treat her as a daughter.” 
 
    “So…” I began hesitantly. “It doesn’t bother you then, to find out this girl might be a clone of you?” 
 
    Freya sighed heavily, her hand becoming motionless on mine, and she fell silent for a long few seconds. Her voice was quieter when she spoke again. “I’ve always wanted children,” she admitted. “So no, it doesn’t bother me. It would be nice to have a daughter, and even nicer to potentially have an immortal one.” 
 
    She looked at me then, examining my expression. “However, what does bother me is that cloning is impossible. If someone created her, then that’s the problem. No one who has put so much effort into creating a clone, and succeeded, is just going to let her go free, to roam the world without supervision. Not to mention that she’s a clone of me. The fact that she exists makes me feel like I have a stalker or something, and that they know more about my superpower than they should.” 
 
    “You think this might be a trap?” I asked, suddenly concerned. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. It’s the real reason why I didn’t want Lily to come. And it’s the reason why I told Elise not to contact us further, after her initial call. If it is a trap, I don’t want to risk Lily getting hurt, or worse.” 
 
    “But why would anyone be after you?” I wondered. “And how would they have even gotten your DNA?” 
 
    Freya shrugged. “I mean, I’ve been to the doctor before. Granted, for the last two centuries I’ve used private doctors, but when I was younger I wasn’t as careful. It’s not that difficult to obtain DNA. And as for ‘why me,’ well it may be because I’m immortal. When it was discovered that superpowers couldn’t be replicated through breeding, cloning became the new hope to do just that. But of course, it’s been unsuccessful for the last six-hundred years, and it’s technically been illegal for almost five-hundred years due to some of the unethical ways scientists were beginning to go about it.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as I considered that, my eyes focused on the road in front of me. “So, how do you want to handle this situation?” I finally asked. 
 
    She leaned more heavily into the back of her seat, moving her hand to run her thin fingertips along my forearm. I switched the car to autopilot and turned to face her, grabbing her hand with my own. She mimicked me and held my gaze. 
 
    Her crimson eyes were hesitant. After a moment, she glanced down at our hands, now folded over each other. “I think I want to try reading this girl’s thoughts first thing,” she responded quietly. “I want to eliminate the possibility that this is a trap. If it is, then we’ll have to base our decision on what I see.” 
 
    “And if it’s not?” I wondered. 
 
    She looked up at me then, vulnerability in her eyes. “Then I’d like to take her home and raise her as our daughter.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied with a smile. “Lily wants kids anyway, so I’m sure she won’t mind.” 
 
    “You’re okay with that?” Freya wondered seriously. 
 
    “Of course.” My expression abruptly became pained. “I mean, I did have a daughter myself once before. Almost the same age too, before she…” My voice trailed off. 
 
    “Oh.” Freya quickly reached out to rest her palm against the side of my face. Of course, she had seen the painful memory of my daughter’s death for herself. “I’m sorry for bringing that up,” she whispered. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear it of the vivid memory. “It’s okay,” I sighed. “I’m just saying, I don’t mind having kids. And I’d be happy to treat her as my own daughter even if she’s not technically.” 
 
    Freya nodded. “Well, if she really is a clone, then she doesn’t have a biological father either way. Or rather, in a weird way her parents are the same as mine. Both of whom have been deceased for almost three centuries.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered having a child in my life again. After a moment, I refocused on Freya’s crimson irises. “Really, even if she did have a biological father, I wouldn’t care. Being a sperm donor doesn’t make someone a dad. Raising the child is what makes a real father.” I paused then, taking a deep breath. “If this little girl is willing to allow me the privilege of being her dad, then I’d be happy to make her my daughter.” 
 
    Freya smiled warmly at me, and then leaned forward to rest her full lips gently on my cheek. She lingered there for a moment, the warmth of her skin radiating into mine, before finally pulling away again. “I love you so much,” she whispered. 
 
    I returned the smile. “I love you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2: Resisting the Monster 
 
      
 
    Trial 359 (Freya’s Clone) 
 
    May 20, 2734 – 24 Days Ago 
 
      
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine sat impatiently in Mr. Fairbanks’ home office, pinching the edge of her small blue shorts while she waited. She was doing her best to be a good girl, but she was just so irritable when she was hungry. This wasn’t the first time they had refused her a blood bag for being bad, but no matter how hard she thought about it, she had no idea what she had done to deserve it this time. She wondered briefly if maybe Mr. Fairbanks didn’t have any blood bags in his home to give her. But that didn’t explain why she had been forced to go without food for almost a month. 
 
    “I’ve been good,” she reassured herself in a whisper, not understanding why they were punishing her. “I’ve done everything they’ve asked. I haven’t refused any tests.” 
 
    Being tested was a regular part of her existence, some of which were extremely painful – those were usually the ones she tried to refuse when they came along every few months. But for the last week, all the tests had stopped entirely. 
 
    There hadn’t been a single one since the day Mr. Fairbanks made her get into a duffle bag and took her to his home. Maybe hiding in his closet was a test? Technically, she shouldn’t be out of the closet even now. But she had overheard him mention something about a blood bag, so now she was sitting in his plush leather chair, fidgeting while she waited for him to return. 
 
    May 20. That’s what the digital clock said sitting on the desk. Her creation date was coming up in about a month and a half. She would officially be eight years old, not that her creation date was really anything special. If she was lucky, then she might get an extra blood bag on that day. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine continued to try to distract herself, but she really needed to eat. She was starving – literally. Her ribs were clearly visible underneath her blue scrub shirt. She wondered if the men and women who took care of her were intentionally trying to starve her to death, because the other kids’ ribs weren’t visible like hers. 
 
    Mr. Fairbanks had said she was special – that she was the first success they had ever had, and they had failed to replicate that success a second time. Trial three-fifty-nine didn’t understand what he meant by that, saying she was a ‘success,’ but apparently she was different from the other children. 
 
    So then, why be so mean to her? Why hurt her and starve her? Why cram her in a bag and then leave her in a closet for a week? 
 
    She was tired of it, but right now her top priority was just getting the blood bag she hoped Mr. Fairbanks was coming back with. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine felt her jaw unexpectedly pop when she heard a vehicle pull up to the house outside. She had never experienced the sensation before, but she had also never been so hungry before either. She was beginning to drool uncontrollably at the expectation of a meal. 
 
    She knew it was Mr. Fairbanks when he climbed out of the vehicle and began walking up to the house, because his knees and ankles began grinding slightly as he did so. None of the other kids seemed to notice the unique sounds the adults made when they moved, so she knew she was the freak they called her, but she didn’t care right now. 
 
    She just needed to eat. 
 
    However, the man apparently hadn’t expected her to be sitting in his chair when he showed up. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine felt her heart sink in despair when Mr. Fairbanks opened the door to his office without a blood bag in hand. For a split second, the man’s pulse skipped a beat from the startle, before his expression immediately transitioned into a hard glare. 
 
    She felt a spike of fear in her chest. She knew she wasn’t supposed to be out of the closet, but she didn’t realize she might truly be making a mistake. But she was wrong. 
 
    She had made a mistake. Mr. Fairbanks was not happy. Far from it. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    When we pulled up to the orphanage in the middle of town, I was a little surprised by how nice it was. The main brick building was situated on at least an acre of land, if not a couple of acres, which was saying something considering where it was located in town. The front steps led up to an arched black doorway set within tan stones that matched the colors of the surrounding brick. Four floors of windows could be seen running along each side of the entrance, with a fifth set of dormer windows coming out of the roof. 
 
    The entire structure looked like a fancy boarding house, with the front being lined with rich green shrubs and neatly trimmed evergreen trees. Off to the left side of the building was a massive lawn with a fenced in playground that rivaled the average park. Towards the right there was a separate surface lot with metal roofs that created covered parking for the majority of the spaces. 
 
    “Wow,” I exclaimed as I got out of my Lambo. 
 
    “Not what you expected?” Freya wondered with a small smile. 
 
    I nodded, still looking around at everything. Behind us was the black fencing that ran along the entire property. The front gates were currently open, but I suspected the staff closed them at night. “It’s very nice,” I admitted. 
 
    “It didn’t use to be,” Freya commented with a grimace. She intertwined her thin fingers in mine as she continued. “Everything you see is new from when I was here. Even the building. This entire area used to be a bunch of old mid-rise houses, duplexes, and sketchy apartments. I bought it all up, and had it torn down to create more room for the growing orphanage.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply as we began climbing the stairs. “That’s right. You did mention donating regularly to this place.” 
 
    Freya nodded, her ponytail bobbing slightly. “They receive most of their maintenance funding from the state, but all this extra stuff came from me. I hear the kids love the park I had built for them,” she mused. “This place is definitely a lot better than the rundown home I grew up in.” 
 
    I reached out to grab the door handle, but I was already looking through the thick wood with my second-sight. I didn’t see anyone though – not a single kid or adult. “Where is everyone?” I wondered, holding the door open for her as a blast of cool air hit us from inside. My heart skipped a beat when I thought again of this little girl…who was like Freya, likely having the same dark impulses. Surely nothing bad had happened since yesterday? 
 
    Surely… 
 
    I kept my paranoid thoughts to myself as I followed Freya into the front lobby. She seemed completely unconcerned. “It’s a Thursday Sam,” she chastised me, glancing over her shoulder. “They’re all in school. Aside from the fact that they have different living arrangements than most kids, they still go to the local public school like anyone else. Although, they’ll probably be here soon,” she added, pulling out her phone to glance at the time. 
 
    I already knew it was about 2 PM, having previously glanced at the digital clock on my dashboard before turning my car off. But that wasn’t the problem. “Yeah, but it’s the middle of June,” I retorted. 
 
    “Oh,” Freya replied, understanding my confusion now. “They go to school year-round in this town. They get three weeks off at the beginning of August, and then they have longer breaks during the fall and spring. They also have a two week break at the beginning of May.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise. “I didn’t realize that.” 
 
    Freya nodded absentmindedly, quickly typing a message on her phone to Elise to let her know we were here. We had decided to be extra careful about any communications regarding the mystery girl, which is why we had neglected to talk to Lily on the phone on the drive here, as well as why Freya hadn’t even notified Elise we were on our way earlier this morning. Granted, Elise certainly knew to expect us today, just not what time. 
 
    The front lobby was a large open space, with fake plants lining the walls in between black metal benches. The floor was made of recently shined vinyl tiles that had the appearance of marble. There was a desk directly in front of us on the other end of the room, as well as hallways that went in both directions on either side where a dark burgundy carpet began. A smaller hallway next to the desk led towards the back of the building. 
 
    A moment later and Elise came rushing down that third hallway next to the front counter. Her hair was graying from its original brown, and she had dark circles under her eyes, appearing as if she hadn’t slept very well the previous night. Her light brown eyes were tight in concern. 
 
    We knew something was wrong the moment we saw her expression, prompting us to quickly meet her halfway. 
 
    “Oh Freya!” she immediately exclaimed. “I know you told me it would be dangerous to tell anyone about her, but the girl needs to go to the hospital! She’s emaciated, and she won’t eat anything!” 
 
    “Shit,” Freya exclaimed under her breath. “No hospitals,” she snapped unexpectedly. “Where is she?” 
 
    Elise hesitated for a moment, clearly deliberating over the ethical dilemma of refusing the girl medical care. However, it was obvious she trusted Freya’s judgment, because she quickly nodded. “My office,” Elise replied. “She–” 
 
    “Stay here,” Freya snapped again, already rushing towards the hallway the woman had just come from. I was a little surprised myself by her sudden rude behavior. I knew Freya had a history of being short with people, but I had never seen it firsthand. It was a little jarring from what I had become accustomed to in the last few months. 
 
    I also quickly realized something was off here. Why wouldn’t the girl eat? Why was Freya suddenly so tense? Did Elise not know about Freya’s unique dietary needs? Was she unaware the girl probably needed blood? I had assumed Elise must know the basics of Freya’s secret, but that must not be true. 
 
    Having been in this building before, Freya knew exactly where to find Elise’s office. I was right behind her as she headed in that direction, but I caught sight of the girl with my second-sight before we reached the door. 
 
    And I didn’t like what I saw. 
 
    The little girl was curled up in the corner, with her thin arms wrapped tightly around her knees. Superficially, she was cute and really did look just like she was a little version of Freya, having the same black hair and red eyes. The one minor difference that immediately became apparent was that her skin was a different shade, being more tan than Freya was, like she had been out in the sun all summer. 
 
    However, none of that was the problem. The issue was that the girl truly was emaciated, her tan skin clinging to her bones like she had starved for months. The skin around her eyes was also sunk in, and she was trembling violently, shivering as if she were in the middle of a snowstorm without any clothes. 
 
    She had clothes on though. Elise must have given her sweatpants and a sweater, because she was wearing both and even had a blanket wrapped around her. I didn’t think she was cold though, at least I suspected that wasn’t the real problem. 
 
    The problem was that she was hungry. 
 
    Freya bolted through the door to Elise’s office and then came to a full halt when she laid eyes on the girl leaning against the white-painted cinderblock wall. Freya’s hand shot up to her mouth and her eyes immediately filled with tears. I stopped behind her, coming into sight just past the doorway. 
 
    The little girl’s eyes went wide for a brief moment, before they shifted towards me and she began to shake even more violently. 
 
    Her shock instantly shifted to fear. 
 
    “Oh Sam,” Freya exclaimed. “She’s starving! A normal person would be dead by now!” 
 
    Without her asking, I knew what I had to do, but the moment I took a step towards the girl to introduce myself, she flinched so fiercely that she smacked her head against the wall with a loud crack. Her hands instantly flew to her head, her small fingers trembling just as much as the rest of her. However, even despite the obvious pain, she barely made a noise beyond a low grunt. 
 
    Freya immediately closed the gap in my place, and knelt down in front of her. The girl flinched again, but Freya’s hand shot out to prevent her head from hitting the wall a second time. She whimpered quietly in response. 
 
    “Shh,” Freya began in a soothing tone. “It’s okay. We aren’t going to hurt you. We want to help you.” 
 
    The little girl coughed as she tried to respond, before her quiet voice spoke. “Are you Freya Moldovan?” she asked softly. 
 
    Freya hesitated for a second, before nodding. “Yes dear. I don’t go by that name anymore – I haven’t for a long time – but that’s me.” 
 
    The girl nodded, but it was barely indistinguishable from her continued shaking. “I’m…hungry,” she managed after a moment. 
 
    “I know sweetie,” Freya replied in that same soothing tone, keeping her hand on the back of the girl’s head. “That’s what my boyfriend was trying to help you with. He can regenerate almost instantly, so you can drink his blood without hurting him.” 
 
    I immediately didn’t like her use of the word ‘boyfriend’ because it felt so…temporary. It wasn’t nearly enough to describe our relationship, but I let that brief thought leave my mind as the girl’s crimson gaze met mine again. 
 
    It only lasted for a moment though, before she quickly looked away, staring down at Freya’s pale knees instead. “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” the little girl whispered. Her embrace then tightened on her own knees, and she lowered her voice even more. “I don’t want to be a monster.” 
 
    All of Freya’s muscles locked up for a moment, before she abruptly stood. I could see agony in her red eyes as she turned to face me. 
 
    The girl’s gaze shot up as Freya approached me, watching her accept my already outstretched arm. 
 
    Freya then met the girl’s gaze as she bit into my wrist, taking a small gulp of blood before pulling it down slightly so her small twin could see. 
 
    Unexpectedly the skin around the little girl’s eyes began to rapidly gray and the whites of her eyes turned black. We both heard her jaw begin popping from the sight of the blood, and probably also the smell. However, the girl didn’t budge an inch, and her expression became fearful again as my skin closed up. 
 
    “See?” Freya said, her voice strained. “You can drink his blood. Tell her Sam,” she added, looking back at me. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Freya drinks my blood almost every day, and you can too…” I paused, feeling like I needed to make it clear that she had some control here. “If you want…” I added. 
 
    The girl met my gaze again and held it for a few seconds longer this time. After a moment, her trembling calmed down a little, returning to how bad it was prior to us entering the room – now she was just shivering like she was cold instead of nervous and afraid too. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” she finally whispered. 
 
    I took a small step towards her, and her trembling picked up slightly, but not as much as before. “You won’t hurt me,” I replied reassuringly. “I promise, you can drink my blood and I’ll just heal right away.” I paused again, feeling uncertain about how to approach her. I held out my hand slightly. “Can I come closer?” I finally asked. 
 
    She stared at me for another long moment, before nodding – at least, I was pretty sure she nodded. I took another step, and then another couple of steps, before bending down near her. I was still far enough away that I’d have to lean forward for her to actually bite my wrist. 
 
    She looked at me hesitantly again as I held out my hand. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I encouraged her. 
 
    Her eyes immediately filled with tears as the skin on her face began turning gray a second time. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, leaning forward to grab my hand with both of hers. The moment her small tan fingers grasped ahold of me, her face began warping in that familiar way I’d seen Freya’s do many times now. Her jaw widened, her teeth elongating into tiny daggers. 
 
    It was obvious she had finally given in to her hunger, because all her hesitation disappeared then. I heard the door close behind me as Freya locked it, and the little girl sank her dagger-like teeth into my wrist. 
 
    However, apparently my wrist wasn’t bleeding fast enough, because she abruptly yanked on my arm with inhuman strength, only to barrel into me with enough force to shove me onto my back. She straddled my stomach as her teeth sank into my neck, her claws digging into my shoulders, tearing through my shirt and into my muscles. 
 
    I stared up at the ceiling, seeing Freya’s reserved expression come into sight. 
 
    There were probably a lot of things that could have been on my mind in this moment. And yet, I ended up only having one thought in particular pop into my head. 
 
    I should have brought an extra shirt. 
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    “What are you doing out of the closet?” Mr. Fairbanks hissed in a harsh tone. His dark brown eyes were angry. 
 
    “I thought you were bringing me food,” she replied timidly, suddenly feeling afraid that she’d made a grave mistake. She felt like she couldn’t go much longer without eating. She had gone a month once before, but it was different now. She hadn’t been mostly skin and bones back then. 
 
    Mr. Fairbanks stared at her for a long moment, before sighing. “I suppose it’s been long enough,” he considered to himself out loud. “No one seems to suspect that I falsified the termination procedure.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the man smiled at her, although the expression gave her a weird chill. She was left feeling uneasy as he quickly disappeared without a word. A few moments later, and he came back with a blood bag in hand. 
 
    The sight immediately pushed aside all her concerns as she reached out for it, unwilling to get out of the chair and have him punish her for making another mistake. 
 
    “Put your hands down,” he snapped unexpectedly. 
 
    The abrupt change in demeanor sent a spike of fear in her chest again. She had made another mistake after all. Was he going to punish her for it? 
 
    He set the blood bag on the desk, and grabbed a stool sitting in the corner. He then sat down in front of her and looked her over with an expression that looked like he was the one starving. After a moment, he placed his hand on her small thigh, running his fingertips along her tan skin. “I went to a lot of trouble – risked everything really – to get you out of the facility alive. So you’re going to repay me for it, and you can have your meal after I’m done.” 
 
    Her hands reflexively shot down to grab Mr. Fairbanks’ wrist when she felt his fingers slide underneath her shorts. She had been touched a lot while being tested, but never like this. She didn’t like him touching her, and she really didn’t like the hungry look in his eyes. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Mr. Fairbanks became furious again, and his hand barreled into the side of her face as he slapped her with enough force to knock her out of the chair. 
 
    Her head hit the edge of the desk, before she crumbled into a heap on the floor. She whimpered as she cradled her pounding skull in her small hands. 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t understand me!” he yelled, clearly enraged. He quickly got down on one knee and wrapped his hand around her throat to make her look at him. “I’ve gone through a lot of trouble to keep you alive,” he repeated with a snarl. “So you’re going to do what I say from now on if you ever want to eat again! And that includes me touching you wherever I want! Understand?!” he bellowed. His face reddened as spit flew out of his mouth from his shout. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine’s heart was racing. She had never been hit by one of the staff members before, although she had certainly experienced worse forms of pain in some of their tests. But this seemed different. She didn’t like Mr. Fairbanks being so violent towards her. She wanted him to stop. 
 
    But her heart was pounding for another reason as well. The sharp edge of the desk had cut her head, filling her small nose with the scent of her own blood. Her blood didn’t smell very appetizing, but at this point she’d try eating even animal blood which was just as unappealing. Her jaw was popping uncontrollably now from the scent, but Mr. Fairbanks didn’t seem to notice as he continued to yell. He roughly grabbed a hold of her shorts and began yanking them off. But, as she lay there limp, all she could focus on now was her need to eat. 
 
    She needed to eat. And she needed to eat now. Her mind became clouded as that one desire began overriding everything else. 
 
    Now that she was only in her shirt and panties, the man unexpectedly froze when he looked back up at the little girl’s face. Something had happened to her mouth that had never happened before. 
 
    Something horrifying. 
 
    Fairbanks hadn’t known something like this might happen. There had been nothing in the progenitor’s history to indicate this was a part of the original subject’s ability. 
 
    HIs expression was suddenly terrified, his eyes wide with shock, as he stared at a hungry monster. 
 
    The predator had become the prey; the prey now the predator. 
 
    He barely managed to scream before it was abruptly cut short by dagger-like teeth. 
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    “I’m sorry,” the little girl repeated again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Her crimson eyes were full of remorse, tears streaming down her face, while she stared at the gaping hole in my neck that was still closing up. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I tried to reassure her the moment my throat sealed enough for me to speak. Freya had already tried to reassure her, but it was obvious the girl needed to hear it from me. It also appeared Freya was distracted. I noticed that she had her hand over her forehead, and then I saw with my second-sight that she was using her third eye like we had originally planned. It occurred to me then that this was the real reason she had taken a decent gulp of blood from my wrist a minute ago, when she was illustrating for her tiny doppelganger. 
 
    No doubt Freya didn’t want to frighten the little girl with the slitted red eye that was focusing intently on her. 
 
    Despite my attempts to reassure her, I had to admit the situation wasn’t ideal. While feeding, Freya’s little twin had ended up turning slightly feral. My shirt was in shreds now, and we were both covered in blood. The floor was pretty bloody too. It was a good thing Elise’s office had the vinyl flooring instead of the carpet, because it was quite the mess. 
 
    My body was also covered in deep wounds from her claws, but those were only a secondary concern since the cuts were almost gone now. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she repeated again. “Please don’t punish me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    That gave me hesitation. There was more than remorse in her eyes for what had just happened – there was also a deeply rooted guilt. A guilt that reminded me of Freya’s story of when she had killed her abusive father in order to protect her siblings at the young age of seven. It was why she had ended up at this orphanage in the first place, after her family had disowned her. 
 
    Had this child killed before? 
 
    This little girl already looked a hundred times better having drank my blood, but in doing so it seemed like she was a thousand times worse emotionally. Obviously, I was fine, and yet there was something beneath the surface that was eating away at her conscience. 
 
    As I continued to try to reassure her, I found that everything about this situation was rekindling emotions I had thought died long ago with my daughter. There was something instinctual about wanting to protect children, more so with the ones who we cared for directly, even if they weren’t biologically ours. 
 
    I had failed to protect my daughter before, not having the ability or strength at the time when I needed it most, but maybe I could protect this little girl from the demons that haunted her. If showing Freya something as simple as affection could have such a powerful impact on her, then maybe it would be much the same for her significantly younger twin. 
 
    I slowly reached out to rest my hand on her arm, but she flinched again, prompting me to stop before I touched her. 
 
    Feeling confused by her reaction, I glanced up at Freya, seeing that she was just pulling her hand away, her forehead looking normal underneath. She met my gaze with a grimace. “The man who helped her escape from where she was, also tried to molest her. She killed him in self-defense.” 
 
    “I did it because I was hungry,” the girl retorted, self-loathing tainting her tone. Her attitude about being reprimanded certainly changed quickly. “I should be punished. I’ve made the biggest mistake of all. They said if I ever hurt anyone, they’d–” Her voice choked up as she sobbed. 
 
    Freya moved closer and bent down slowly to get on her level. “Sweetie, Mr. Fairbanks was a bad man. He only helped you for selfish reasons.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened in surprise as she finally registered that Freya knew things she shouldn’t know. “You know him?” she whispered in disbelief. 
 
    Freya made a face. “No sweetie, but I was able to see your memories. It’s something I can do. I know you don’t understand some of the things you remember Mr. Fairbanks saying, but I do. He wasn’t a good man.” She reached out then and rested her hand on the girl’s slightly trembling shoulder. “But my boyfriend here is a good man. He’ll never touch you someplace inappropriate or anywhere you don’t want. He would actually like to be your daddy…if you want. And I’d like to be your mommy, just like you remember reading in your story books.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the little girl’s face contorted in agony, and another sob erupted out of her chest. “But why?” she cried in disbelief. “I’ve been really bad. I don’t deserve a mommy or daddy.” 
 
    Freya shook her head and reached out to pull the girl into her arms, causing blood to smear all over Freya’s otherwise clean gray tank top. “No sweetie, you do deserve a mommy and daddy. And as your mommy, if I had known about you, I would have come searching for you a long time ago.” 
 
    She began to cry even harder, her small hands limp in her lap as Freya held her. 
 
    “It’s okay dear,” Freya whispered in a soothing tone, stroking her black hair. “Mommy has you. You’ll be okay from now on. I promise. We’ll protect you from the bad people. No matter what, we’ll protect you from now on. No one will ever be allowed to hurt you again.” Freya took a deep breath, her voice beginning to sound strained. “No more tests. No more torture. No more experiments. No more punishments. You can have blood every day from now on. And we can get you blood bags if it makes you more comfortable. Mommy loves you, and I’ll make sure you’re happy from now on.” 
 
    The little girl only deteriorated more as Freya said everything her new daughter desperately needed to hear. I wanted to comfort her too, but it was obvious it was going to take some time for her to warm up to me. I just hoped I’d be able to show her that she could trust me too – that I wasn’t like any of the people she had known before. 
 
    Hearing Freya comfort her gave me some insight into the kind of life the little girl had led up until this point, and I suspected she had a lot of trauma to deal with beyond having recently killed someone in self-defense. 
 
    After a few minutes of listening to the crying, I decided I should make myself useful and get some supplies to clean up Elise’s office. No doubt the woman probably wouldn’t be thrilled to discover we had made such a mess. At least it should all come up off the floor, but the clothes she had let the girl borrow were ruined. 
 
    As I walked down the hallway, I glanced at my blood-soaked tattered shirt. At this point it probably would have been wiser to just go shirtless – better to be seen as a creep than something else entirely by someone who didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    I should have considered that sooner though. 
 
    As Elise came into sight, I saw that she was in the exact position we had left her, not having deviated more than a few inches at most. Her eyes immediately went wide when she saw me, before she quickly held out her hand, terror crossing her expression. 
 
    “S-Stop!” she unexpectedly yelled at me, her voice trembling as she began backing away. “I–I’m calling the police!” 
 
    “Whoa!” I exclaimed, surprised by her reaction as I held my hands up defensively. If I had any doubt about whether Elise knew about the darker nature of Freya’s superpower, I certainly knew now. “It’s not what it looks like,” I tried. 
 
    “D-Don’t come any closer!” she shrieked, already holding the phone up to her ear. 
 
    I really didn’t want to have to traumatize the lady, but she didn’t leave me any choice. One of my invisible astral limbs bolted out of my body and snatched up her phone, crushing it before the call could finish connecting. She shrieked again when another astral limb snaked around her waist to hold her still. She immediately reached down to try to push whatever had a hold of her away, but there was nothing she could physically touch. 
 
    “Calm down,” I repeated loudly. “Freya and the little girl are fine. This is my blood. My superpower is regeneration.” 
 
    That gave her pause. She finally looked at me again, her fear mixing with shock. Her breathing was still heavy and frantic, but after a moment she really focused on my body, seeing my shirt torn to shreds. I loosened my astral limb’s grip on her when I saw that she didn’t appear to be trying to run anymore. 
 
    “And I’ll pay for a new phone,” I added. “Sorry about breaking your old one, but–“ 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she cut me off, still sounding out of breath. She looked like she was going to pass out. 
 
    I held up my hands defensively. “I’m not at liberty to discuss Freya’s business,” I hedged, not wanting to tell this woman more about the situation than Freya would prefer. “Why don’t you sit down?” I then suggested, motioning toward one of the benches against the wall. 
 
    When she didn’t move an inch, I finally gave her a little nudge, prompting her to look down in shock at nothing. Her gaze then snapped up towards me again, and she instantly stood up straighter. “I’m not sure how you’re doing that,” she said firmly. “But please refrain from touching me.” 
 
    My eyes widened at her sudden change in demeanor. I could finally see the woman in charge of this orphanage revealing herself. No doubt she acted much different towards everyone else in comparison to Freya, the latter of whom was significantly older than her and highly respected as a primary benefactor to this establishment. 
 
    But clearly, I didn’t merit that same respect from this woman, so I simply nodded. Honestly, I wasn’t petty enough to care if she respected me or not. I had never cared about such things before, so I wasn’t going to start now. “Of course, I just didn’t want you to pass out,” I explained. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said sharply. “I want to see that Freya and the girl are okay.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and angled myself towards where I had just come. “Sure,” I began while she promptly started walking towards me, “but I should forewarn you that your office is pretty messy. I’ll clean–” 
 
    As she passed me up with a determined expression, I just gave up talking. It didn’t seem like she was listening to me anyway, so I wasn’t going to waste my breath. I followed after her as she headed to the office. 
 
    She froze the moment she got a peek of what was inside, her hand covering her open mouth in shock. I could see with my second-sight that Freya had heard her coming and was holding her finger up to her mouth to shush Elise while the little girl continued to sob and sniffle occasionally. 
 
    After a moment of processing the scene, Elise finally looked back at me apologetically, speaking quietly. “I’ll…umm…” She hesitated, glancing at the room again. “I’ll get some stuff to clean this up,” she finally managed. The woman then made her way further down the hall and disappeared into a storage room. 
 
    I took her spot to lean against the doorframe. Freya smiled back at me weakly as she tightened her grip on the little girl. I decided to break the silence. “So what’s her name?” I whispered. 
 
    Surprisingly, the girl responded with a sniffle. “Three-fifty-nine,” she replied automatically. 
 
    Freya and I both grimaced at the same time, before Freya replied. “Sweetie, I know that’s what they called you, but it’s not really a name.” She took a deep breath, pulling away slightly to look down at her. “Your mommy and daddy would like to give you a real name, like what we have – not a number. Is there a name in particular you like?” she wondered. 
 
    The little girl sobbed briefly again, more as an uncontrollable reflex, before taking a deep breath. “Umm, well I really like your second name,” she whispered. 
 
    “My middle name?” Freya repeated, before slowly smiling. “Actually, that’s perfect. From now on your name is Rose. Our beautiful little Rose.” Freya was then abruptly pensive for a moment. “And I think you should have a middle name too – the same as your new auntie. How does Rose Faith sound to you?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. She reached up with a bloody hand to wipe her eyes, but Freya stopped her, using her own cleaner fingers instead to wipe the girl’s tears away. Rose looked at her apologetically before responding. “Rose Faith?” she repeated. 
 
    Freya nodded. 
 
    “And I have an aunt too?” 
 
    Freya smiled tenderly. “Yes, you’re getting a whole family – a mommy, daddy, and auntie.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes were still wide as she considered that. “I’m Rose Faith,” she repeated again, more as a statement now instead of a question. 
 
    Freya expression became more endearing. “It’s nice to meet you Rose Faith. Welcome to our family, sweetie.” 
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    The moment trial three-fifty-nine realized what she was doing, she immediately pulled away in shock. She had only managed a few large gulps of blood before she became self-aware again, but in that time she had ripped out Mr. Fairbanks throat with her teeth. 
 
    He lay on the floor before her, his body in an awkward position against the desk drawers, his neck wide open and gushing blood everywhere. 
 
    She stared at the gaping hole in horror, knowing she was responsible for it. 
 
    “I’m…sorry,” she choked out, her voice all but gone. 
 
    Mr. Fairbanks only gurgled in response as he made one last unsuccessful attempt to breathe. His body was completely still then, his eyes open and glazing over. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she repeated more desperately. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” She knew she had done the most unforgivable thing she could possibly do – harm a staff member. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again, her voice shaking. 
 
    The man didn’t respond. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine looked down at her trembling hands, seeing small white claws protruding out of her fingertips. She then reached up to her face, feeling her large jaw and mouth beginning to return to a normal size. 
 
    Her breathing became heavier as she felt her body absorb the blood she had consumed. It gave her both a surge of relief from starvation and a wave of despair as a physical reminder of what she’d done. Her breathing continued to escalate as anxiety and panic gripped her chest. 
 
    They would definitely punish her now if they found out. She had never done anything this bad before. She couldn’t even imagine how horrible and painful the punishment would be. 
 
    Trial three-fifty-nine wrapped her small arms around her knees as a sob uncontrollably escaped her chest. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again to no one, beginning to cry more violently. 
 
    She slumped over onto the floor and curled up on her side as her body was wracked with sobs. Despair and self-loathing started filling her heart as the weight of her actions began to fully sink in, as well as the implications of it. 
 
    Mr. Fairbanks was dead. 
 
    She had killed him. 
 
    It was her fault. 
 
    She was a monster. 
 
    Yet inside her despair, one thing surfaced above it all – something for her to hold onto. When she had taken her first gulp of blood, several thoughts had found their way into her mind. Thoughts that were not her own. Of those thoughts, included a name – one she hoped might be her salvation. 
 
    Freya Rose Moldovan. 
 
    The progenitor from which she was created. 
 
    The woman who the staff considered to be her mother. 
 
    After a few hours of sobbing, trial three-fifty-nine decided on what she needed to do. She would use the small pieces of information she had somehow stolen from Mr. Fairbanks’ mind and try to discover how she might find Freya Moldovan. She knew his computer might have the answers, although she wasn’t sure how similar his was to the ones she had used for some of their tests. 
 
    Still, she had to try. 
 
    Then, once she had decided on where she needed to go, she would follow the lessons she had learned from the staff on how they handled things they wanted to hide, such as the other kids who didn’t meet their expectations. 
 
    She would burn it all with fire. 
 
    Just as Mr. Fairbanks had been instructed to do with her body, so she would do to his. 
 
    Decided on her course, trial three-fifty-nine slowly pushed herself up in a sitting position, before getting to her feet. She tried to ignore Mr. Fairbanks’ cooling body as she walked to the closet to get herself some fresh clothes that the man had stuffed into the duffle bag along with her. She found it easier to focus on what was routine for her. 
 
    After all, this wasn’t the first time she had been covered in blood – it was just the first time it wasn’t her blood. 
 
    Shower, dress, research, and hide her mistake. 
 
    She knew how to do these things. This situation was not much different. 
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    “I want to help,” Rose announced as Elise handed me some cleaning supplies off a large cart that she had rolled down the hallway. Included was two white sponge-rags that would probably soak up most of the blood upon contact, leaving disinfecting as the only tedious part. 
 
    Freya looked down at the little girl wrapped in her arms. “Are you sure?” she wondered. 
 
    Rose nodded confidently. “I should help.” Her gaze then dropped. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    Freya was about to respond, but I cut her off. “It’s fine if she wants to help. I think you should probably talk with Ms. Chapin here anyway.” I then looked at Rose. “Is that fine with you?” I wondered, making sure she was comfortable with being alone with me. 
 
    The little girl nodded confidently again and stood up, holding out her small hand for one of the rags. I suspected this wasn’t her first time she had been required to clean. As I looked at her outstretched hand, I saw that her arms were surprisingly clean now, her body having slowly absorbed the extra blood directly through her skin. Freya looked from me to her, and back again, before getting to her feet as well. As she walked by me and out into the hall, I could hear Elise begin to speak up in a loud whisper. 
 
    “My mother always told me to never ask questions, but this is a little much!” she exclaimed quietly. “Freya, what in the world happened in there?” she hissed. 
 
    Freya’s tone was sharp again. “Elise, I’ve known you since you were a baby, and I’ve funneled a lot of money into this orphanage. Be mindful of your tone when speaking to me.” 
 
    Elise was quiet as they continued walking down the hall. When she finally responded, she was too far away for me to distinguish her words. 
 
    I crouched down and set the rag on some of the blood. The fiber began sucking it up right away, almost as if it had suction. Once it was done a few seconds later, I slid it to the side for it to absorb more. Rose on the other hand was on her hands and knees, intently running the rag back and forth over the blood. It was still getting sucked up just the same, but she was doing a lot more work than necessary. 
 
    I wasn’t about to comment on it though. She could clean however she wanted. 
 
    It was nice to see that she physically looked a lot better. I knew Freya’s body worked differently than most people, but it was odd to see this little girl go from starving to almost normal so rapidly. She still looked slightly emaciated, but her body was actively healing underneath her baggy clothing. I had seen before that her heart was beating sluggishly, but it was pounding with a powerful pulse now. And it appeared as if her shriveled up muscles had become rejuvenated as well. 
 
    In many ways, it seemed as if Rose and Freya’s bodies were almost like the sponge-rags we were using to clean up the mess, instead of like a normal person. They sucked up the blood as if their bodies were dehydrated, their tissues filling out as the blood soaked into their muscles and organs. 
 
    After a moment, Rose paused what she was doing and glanced at me from the corner of her eye. I had been keeping my physical eyes on the ground, but I was watching her intently with my second-sight as I observed her internal organs actively recovering. 
 
    “Thank you,” she finally said quietly, looking back down at her hands on the floor. “A-And, I’m sorry about your daughter.” 
 
    I froze, my hands unexpectedly shaking slightly. I then slowly looked up at her, but it was obvious she was trying to avoid my gaze. After a moment, I spoke up in a whisper. “How did you know about that?” I wondered seriously, knowing a third-eye hadn’t revealed itself on her forehead while she was feeding. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said urgently, sounding distressed now. “Please don’t be mad at me.” 
 
    I quickly changed my demeanor, and made my tone more endearing. “I’m not mad at you honey. Your comment just took me by surprise.” 
 
    She finally glanced at me again, evaluating my expression before sitting on her heels and straightening up, leaving the rag on the floor. “Really?” she wondered hesitantly, looking at me through her eyelashes, with her head angled down. When I nodded, she continued. “I don’t know,” she admitted in a whisper, responding to my original question. “It happened with Mr. Fairbanks too. When I was…” She paused for a moment, before skipping what she was going to say. “I just seemed to know what you were thinking when I…” She hesitated again. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and then nodded. “You’re just like your mommy,” I explained. However, I didn’t want to be the one to break it to her that she had a third-eye hidden in her head, so I kept it vague. “It’s probably because you’re still young. You can’t do exactly what your mommy can yet.” 
 
    “But she wasn’t biting me when she read my mind,” Rose considered. 
 
    I nodded. “Technically, you just need to drink a little bit of blood in order to do it, but you might be a few years away from having that kind of control. Although…” I cringed slightly, glancing away. “I would be careful about using that ability.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in surprise. “W-Why?” she wondered. 
 
    I took another deep breath, and met her gaze again. She was looking at me fully now, her red eyes curious, and a little concerned. “Because sometimes people have very sad memories. Your mommy cried really hard the first time she saw your daddy’s memories. I don’t want you to be sad like that, especially when you’re so young.” 
 
    Rose nodded slowly as she considered that. “Were you really sad when your daughter died?” she wondered. 
 
    I grimaced again and averted my eyes. At least I knew she hadn’t actually seen the memory. She must have just caught a glimpse of what was recently on my mind at the time, like when I was considering my feelings towards her in comparison to my daughter. Granted, we all would have known if she had seen it, because surely she would have reacted to it more strongly. 
 
    “Yes,” I finally managed. I glanced at her again. “I was very sad for a really long time. But as your new daddy, I promise I’ll never let anything bad happen to you. I’ll do everything I can to protect you, okay?” She nodded slowly again as I continued. “You’re my daughter now too, so I have something to be really happy about.” 
 
    “Really?” she whispered again. “I make you happy?” 
 
    I nodded firmly. “Absolutely yes. We are all happy to have you in our lives now. Your new auntie is really excited too. She can hardly wait to meet you.” 
 
    “Aunt Faith?” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Aunt Lily,” I corrected her. “Faith is her middle name, just like yours.” 
 
    “I like my new name,” she replied sincerely. 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed, feeling amused by her scatterbrained changing of subjects. It was eerily familiar, even after over a century, but surprisingly not in a bad way. I had pretty much avoided kids at all costs for the last hundred and twenty-seven years, but I sincerely felt happy right now – even though I was crouched over a puddle of my own blood across from this innocent little girl responsible for the mess. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I saw Freya quickly heading down the hallway, wearing a bright blue t-shirt. She had a large black trash bag in her hands, as well as a fistful of clothing. I was already standing up when she entered the office. 
 
    “The kids are apparently getting off school thirty minutes early today,” she announced. “The bus takes a while to get here, but we still don’t have much time. I need to take Rose to shower and change, and then we need to get out of here before anyone sees us.” She thrust the bag towards me. “Sam, go ahead and toss your shirt in this. We’ll have Lily burn it when we get home.” 
 
    I grunted in acknowledgment as I slipped off my tattered shirt. I saw Rose look away quickly in my second-sight, prompting to rush getting on the matching blue shirt Freya handed me. Having once lived with a little girl, while I certainly ensured she never saw me naked after she was an infant – which was a lot more conservative than most parents – it hadn’t been unusual for her to see me without a shirt even when she was nine. 
 
    However, I knew nothing about Rose’s past. And if taking my shirt off in front of her was going to make her uncomfortable, then I needed to remember to be mindful of that fact. For all I knew, if she grew up in some kind of facility, then she may have never seen an adult without clothes, especially given that all the adults she would have seen would have been ‘at work.’ To her, she could perceive seeing something new as possibly being a bad thing that might deserve punishment. So, of course she would look away, because it was safer to be cautious. 
 
    But either way, I needed to be considerate of her, so she felt safe around me. And maybe once I understood the reasoning behind her reaction better, then I could try reassuring her. 
 
    Once my shirt was discarded in the bag, Freya moved to pick up Rose with one arm and carried her out of the room to prevent her from leaving a trail of bloody footprints. Even knowing how strong Freya was, it was still odd to see her carry around an eight-year-old with one arm as if it required no effort on her part. 
 
    I went back to working on the floor, moving around both rags to collect the rest of the blood. Once I was finished, I grabbed a cleaning solution and sprayed the area down really well, before wiping that up with a regular rag. 
 
    Just as I was finishing, Elise made an appearance again. 
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You’re already done?” 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed, standing up straight. “Sorry again about the mess,” I offered, knowing being overly polite was often the best way to handle these types of situations. 
 
    Elise held up her hands, her expression slightly surprised. “No, no. I’m sorry for making assumptions earlier. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.” 
 
    I shrugged, tossing the chemical-soaked rag on the cart. “No harm done really. Well, other than your phone.” 
 
    She quickly cleared her throat. “Yeah, well, you don’t need to worry about that. Freya has already transferred some money into my personal account to pay for a new one.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at that. “I know this isn’t what it is, but you saying that sounds like she’s paying you off to stay quiet about all this.” 
 
    Elise gave me a wry smile. “Well, in a way I’m inclined to stay silent either way, since she’s such a huge supporter of this place…and has been for a very, very long time,” she added. When I only nodded in agreement, she quickly lowered her voice more. “You really let her drink your blood?” she asked unexpectedly. 
 
    My eyes narrowed at that. Had Freya really told her? Or was she just trying to pry out information from me? After all, given what had just happened, blood-drinking wouldn’t be a far stretch. 
 
    “Is that what she told you?” I hedged. 
 
    She nodded. “She said she would have warned me if she had known the little girl was starving.” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I debated whether or not she was being honest. In the end, I decided it wouldn’t be in her best interest to ask questions that would make Freya upset, especially since it wasn’t a far stretch to assume I would tell my ‘girlfriend’ about this conversation. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Well, as I’m sure you can imagine, sometimes superpowers that seem great outwardly actually have dark, and sometimes traumatizing, aspects that most would want to cover up for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Elise shook her head in disbelief. “I never would have imagined,” she responded in agreement. “And I still can’t believe your role in all this.” She hesitated then, glancing down at the now clean floor, likely remembering my tattered shirt and all the blood that had been there not long ago. Her voice was even quieter now as she continued. “I mean, didn’t it hurt?” she wondered seriously, not looking at me. 
 
    I shrugged again. “My perspective on pain is different from most people, especially since I can recover so quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still…” she continued. “That seems just a little…well, crazy, to be honest.” 
 
    I scoffed with a smile. “Do you have kids?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yes, actually. They’re adults now.” 
 
    My grin widened. “Well, in my opinion, carrying a child for nine months, getting stretch marks, permanently changing some of the anatomy of your body, as well as breast feeding – not to mention the actual pain of giving birth – all sounds crazy to me. We do it for the same reasons, love, but my body goes back to normal afterwards, whereas that isn’t a luxury granted to most women.” 
 
    Elise’s eyes were wide for moment, before she returned the smile. “You know what?” she said with a small laugh. “I think you’re an okay guy after all.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I scoffed. “Glad you approve.” 
 
    She laughed again, louder this time. “Well, at the very least, I will say that in all the time I’ve known Freya, I’ve never really seen her happy before. It’s a very nice change. I knew something was different from the moment she answered the phone yesterday, just in how she sounded. But talking with her a few minutes ago felt like talking to a totally different person.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. I couldn’t argue with her on that point. “And I think having Rose join our family will help too,” I contributed to her statement. 
 
    Elise glanced away then, seeming pensive for a moment, before responding. “Freya said I shouldn’t have to worry about anyone coming to search for her. Apparently…” She hesitated as she used the little girl’s new name for the first time. “Rose did a great job of covering up her tracks.” She paused again. “Although, I’m really not sure how Freya knows that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Rose probably told her earlier,” I suggested, not wanting to indicate there was even more about Freya that she didn’t know about. 
 
    Elise seemed to accept that excuse. “Right. Well, I’ve already erased all the security footage, and I was able to avoid anyone seeing her. So even if anyone did show up, there’s no evidence that she was here in any form.” 
 
    “Good,” I commented. “Then we just need to leave before anyone gets here and we should be in the clear. And then maybe after some time has passed, and we know for sure it’s safe, we can stop by again sometime to actually visit.” 
 
    Elise gave me a small smile. “That would be nice,” she admitted sincerely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5: Promises of a Good Life 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – 1 Hour Ago 
 
      
 
    Lily sat on the FRIL couch in her living room with her back against the armrest, her knees bent with her bare feet on the middle slick cushion. She had changed into FRIL leggings that were similar in appearance to leather pants, as well as a FRIL blouse that buttoned down the middle. Her heat-resistant tablet rested in her lap as she flipped through some pictures of her, Sam, and Freya. She already missed the beach, wishing they could just live there, but she was still excited to meet this mysterious little girl. 
 
    She glanced at the time in the corner of the screen, seeing that it was just after 3 PM. She was sure they would have arrived by now, but she wasn’t expecting a phone call or message anytime soon. 
 
    Freya seemed to be extra paranoid about the situation. 
 
    Lily supposed Freya had good reason to be careful, since cloning wasn’t possible, but she still found herself wishing she could be there with them. She suspected the real reason Freya didn’t want her to come was because she didn’t want Lily involved in the event something dangerous happened. But at the same time, Lily didn’t want to live her life stuck in a house all day either. 
 
    It had been rough on her when they had attacked John, Sam and Lily’s boss at work, who had apparently been working with a shadow organization responsible for killing Sam’s first wife and daughter over a century ago. And he was the same man who had been responsible for hiring some mercenaries to film Lily being tortured and killed, because he was jealous and decided that if he couldn’t have her, then no one could. 
 
    Sick bastard. 
 
    Lily had felt helpless during the incident, feeling more like a liability than anything else. Because she wasn’t like Sam or Freya. They were both immortal, whereas she was certainly not. Sam had been required to use two of his astral limbs to protect her, which meant that left him and Freya open to attack since John’s superpower was some kind of shadow mimicry. In the end, Freya had saved the day by fully transforming into her monstrous form, which likely wouldn’t have been necessary if Lily had just decided to stay home. 
 
    Just like she did today. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Lily tapped the picture she had currently been staring at for the last five minutes and added it to her selection to display on her refrigerator’s screen. It was probably her favorite picture, because it included all three of them and wasn’t posed. Freya was holding her phone up for a selfie, and Sam had unexpectedly pulled Lily up next to him while pressing up behind Freya, resting his head against hers. It probably wasn’t the best image taken of Lily during the trip, but she loved both Sam and Freya’s genuine and unreserved grins. 
 
    After a moment, she held her hand over the screen, covering up her face. 
 
    One day it would be just the two of them. 
 
    She wondered if they might crop this picture one day, or if they would leave her in it even after she had long since passed away. Either way, the thought made her sad. She felt blessed to have them both in her life, but at the same time she couldn’t help but wonder if she was a burden in a way, much like she had been during the fight with John. Would they be happier without her? 
 
    Unexpectedly, the doorbell rang, prompting Lily to look up towards the hallway automatically, before switching her tablet to her security cameras out front. The high cost of her fireproof home had prevented her from being able to buy extra stuff, like a home AI system or security cameras. However, after the incident with her getting kidnapped, Sam and Freya had both insisted they remedy that problem, paying for it themselves. 
 
    As the image of the front door camera loaded on the screen, Lily’s jaw dropped. She knew exactly who was at her doorstep and she couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Especially since he was possibly the most famous superhero alive. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I glanced in my rearview mirror to see Freya with her arm wrapped around Rose in the backseat. The little girl was snuggling up against her mom’s chest, a genuine smile on her young face. She was wearing a blue t-shirt that matched what Freya and I were both wearing, as well as a small pair of spandex shorts. Even though the shirts didn’t have a logo on them, I suspected it was something donated to the orphanage in bulk for incidents where the kids needed clothing on short notice. Granted, even non-profit organizations typically added their logo. 
 
    I shifted my gaze to see that Freya’s crimson eyes were trained on mine, a small smile playing on her lips as well. It was nice to see them both so happy. 
 
    Using my second-sight to pay attention to the road, I abruptly made a turn while continuing to hold Freya’s gaze. She immediately gave me a questioning look, before glancing out the window. 
 
    “What are we doing?” she wondered. However, she figured it out the moment the question had left her mouth. 
 
    I responded anyway. “I figured since Rose is like you, she may enjoy discovering that there is something else in this world that might taste good to her.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Freya timidly. “What does he mean?” 
 
    Freya’s grin widened. “We’re about to introduce you to the wonderful bliss that is coffee,” she replied warmly. “It’s the black liquid that you’ve occasionally seen the staff drink,” she added, using the girl’s memories to explain. 
 
    Rose’s crimson eyes widened. “The stuff that smells really good?” she whispered. “I can have some?” 
 
    Freya nodded with a grin. “Yep!” 
 
    I smiled enthusiastically as I pulled into the drive-thru. I wanted to get back to Lily as soon as possible, so I didn’t want to hang out inside. Since we wouldn’t be home for a while, I decided not to get one for Lily, but I did still order four coffees – three black, with the extra one being for Rose in case she decided one wasn’t enough. 
 
    I was certain I had never seen anyone so excited about anything as Rose gulped down the first cup in the backseat. It was hot enough to give a normal person second-degree burns, but I knew Freya’s body wasn’t very susceptible to heat. While fire would certainly burn Freya’s skin, she could comfortably stick her hand in a hot oven and be perfectly fine.  
 
    Rose took a long deep breath and then sighed heavily once she was finished a few seconds later. “That was amazing,” she whispered in contentment. 
 
    I grabbed the last black coffee and handed it back towards her. She looked at it with wide eyes, before responding. “I can have a second one?” she asked, sounding bewildered. 
 
    “Yep. I got you an extra one, although you might want to drink it more slowly, so you can enjoy it.” 
 
    I watched in my second-sight as Rose looked up at Freya in disbelief, waiting for a nod from her before she timidly accepted the second cup with her small hands. “T-Thank you,” she replied with a strained voice. Her eyes were unexpectedly filling with tears. 
 
    I looked back at her fully as I drove, evaluating her expression. 
 
    Rose met my gaze and gave me a small smile. “Thank you,” she repeated, her voice quieter. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied. “We did promise to make sure you were happy from now on, remember?” 
 
    Her smile disappeared as she considered that, prompting me to glance at Freya before turning back around. I wasn’t sure either of us knew what was on her mind. Rose was almost motionless for a few moments longer, before she took a small sip of the coffee and leaned into Freya again. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she spoke up again. “Do you…love me?” she wondered quietly. 
 
    I glanced back at her to meet her vulnerable gaze. She was looking at me through her eyelashes again, with her head angled down. “I do love you,” I confirmed. “Very much so.” 
 
    “But why?” she asked. “I haven’t done anything good recently. All I’ve done is bad things.” 
 
    Freya chimed in, seeming to understand where her train of thought was now. “Sweetie, love doesn’t have to be based on doing good things. Kids do bad things all the time, but their parents still love them.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose wondered. 
 
    “Really,” I agreed a second time. “We’ll love you no matter what. You should still try to be good, but even if you make a mistake we’ll still love you.” 
 
    “And you won’t be punished for making a mistake,” Freya added. “It’s one thing if you’re being bad on purpose, but mistakes are different.” 
 
    “But what if I am bad on purpose?” Rose wondered. 
 
    “Do you plan on being bad on purpose?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Rose quickly shook her head, her eyes wide as if the idea was unforgiveable in her perception. 
 
    “Then you don’t need to worry about that,” I replied. 
 
    She was quiet for a few seconds, before speaking again almost inaudibly. “But what if I am?” she whispered. 
 
    I realized, at the same time as Freya, what Rose was really asking. She wanted to know how similar or dissimilar living with us was going to be from where she had been. In the event something did happen that was perceived as deserving punishment, what would that punishment entail? 
 
    Really, thinking back to what Freya had told her back at the orphanage, I realized she was probably wondering if she would be tortured for being bad. 
 
    I grimaced at the thought at the same time that Freya spoke up firmly. “Then, if you’re bad on purpose, you’ll be grounded and forced to stay in your room, and you can only read books – no TV, phones, or computers.” 
 
    Rose looked at her in shock, genuinely stunned for a few seconds. “That’s a punishment?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    Freya nodded sternly, looking more serious than I could have managed. “Yes. But if you want to stay in your room and read books, you can do that too even if you aren’t being bad.” 
 
    Rose still seemed baffled. “What about not giving me blood?” she wondered. 
 
    “You can have blood every day, even if you are bad.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened even more. “You won’t chop off my fingers or hands?” she asked seriously. 
 
    “Shit,” I exclaimed under my breath. 
 
    Freya gave me a look like ‘don’t curse in front of her,’ before responding. “No. Absolutely not,” she replied with a grim expression. 
 
    “You won’t cut me open?” 
 
    “No,” Freya’s voice was even more firm. 
 
     “You won’t put fire in my arms?” 
 
    “No,” she repeated. “And I’ll never let anyone put any type of acid in your body again. If anyone ever hurts you, I’ll hurt them.” 
 
    I felt like I was going to be sick listening to their conversation. That, and I felt myself rapidly developing an emotion I rarely felt anymore – anger. I was already contemplating whether I should talk to Freya later and figure out if she could track down this place using Rose’s memories. 
 
    Because, people were people, whether they were created in a lab or not, and children were children. I wanted to kill every last one of those bastards for harming this little girl. 
 
    Part of me knew that trying to get revenge for her might actually reveal that she was still alive, which might ultimately end up putting her in danger again. But in that moment, I was on a rampage in my thoughts, killing every last one of them slowly and deliberately. 
 
    “Deep breath Sam,” Freya said unexpectedly. 
 
    I met her gaze in the rearview mirror, realizing my knuckles were white against the steering wheel and gearshift. I immediately forced myself to relax and took a deep breath like she suggested. 
 
    Rose just looked perplexed. “Did I do something wrong, mommy?” she wondered. 
 
    Freya’s eyes widened slightly, realizing that it was the first time Rose had actually called her ‘mom.’ Up until this point, we had both been referring to ourselves as her new parents, but the little girl hadn’t taken the initiative to use those words herself. 
 
    At least, not until now. 
 
    “No, of course not,” Freya reassured her. “Your daddy is just angry at those bad people for hurting you. We both are. But it’s in the past now, and we are going to make you happy from now on.” 
 
    I met Freya’s gaze in the mirror again, wondering if she really meant that – that she was going to let it go and not get revenge on Rose’s behalf. Her expression wasn’t readable though, so I supposed I’d just have to find out later when we could talk alone. 
 
    Freya quickly shifted the conversation to more pleasant topics, telling Rose about where we lived, as well as about Lily and her superpower. She wanted to make sure she knew that it was okay to run away if Lily ever caught on fire and she was too close – that it wouldn’t hurt Lily’s feelings at all. She also wanted Rose to know that her power was somewhat uncontrollable, and that she did it sometimes without meaning too. 
 
    “So aunt Lily makes mistakes sometimes too,” Rose realized. 
 
    “And she doesn’t get punished for it when she does,” Freya agreed. 
 
    “Mostly,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Freya scoffed. “Sam!” 
 
    I shrugged in response. Kids didn’t usually understand subtleties like that, and I doubted Rose was any different. From her confused expression, I was immediately confident that was the case. She didn’t have a clue why Freya was scolding me. 
 
    After that, Freya asked Rose more about herself, possibly for my sake, asking simple questions like inquiring about her favorite color or what kinds of things she liked to draw. Nothing too surprising there – she loved the color yellow, with purple being a close second, and she loved to draw flowers. 
 
    Rose was just beginning to feel comfortable enough to ask us simple questions about ourselves, when my phone started ringing. 
 
    Lily’s image popped up on my dashboard at the same time, prompting me to quickly give Lonnie the command, ‘Answer,’ in a firm tone. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked immediately, automatically afraid something was wrong. 
 
    “Sam,” she replied in a strained voice. “I’m…I’m at the police station.” 
 
    I saw Freya’s muscles tense in my second-sight as I responded. “What happened?” I exclaimed. “Did they take you in for questioning?” I wondered. 
 
    She cleared her throat, but it didn’t stop her from sounding raspy. “Umm, no. They’ve arrested me actually. I already have a court date in about a month, and they plan on moving me to a specialized holding cell until then.” 
 
    I looked back at Freya in disbelief as I continued. “They’ve posted bail, right?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “Umm, yes,” she admitted. “Although, it’s a little much.” 
 
    I scoffed. “I don’t care how much it is Lily, we aren’t going to let you sit in prison for a month. What’s the price tag for getting you out of there?” 
 
    Her voice broke as she replied. “Two-hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Two-hundred thousand?!” I exclaimed in disbelief. “How in the world is that even legal? Most bails are like ten-thousand tops, and the largest bail I’ve ever heard of was a hundred-thousand. And that was for a mass murderer!” I added. “This is double!” 
 
    Unexpectedly, a male voice spoke up in the background. “I told you I’d pay it for you.” 
 
    I felt my blood immediately run cold, and I noticed Freya experiencing a similar reaction, her gaze shifting to a hard glare. The fact that someone was with her wasn’t surprising, but an offer to pay her bail was a problem. No one spent that much money on another person, even if they hoped to get it back eventually, just because they were being nice. 
 
    I knew immediately this guy had ulterior motives. 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Lily cleared her throat again, sounding annoyed now. “No one important,” she hissed, probably glaring at whoever had spoken up. “And if I have to stay here, it’s fine,” she added. 
 
    I took a deep breath, thankful Lily seemed to be handling the situation with the mystery guy well enough on her own. “Lily, I’m not leaving you in jail for a month. I’ll just have to shift some money between accounts, but it won’t be a problem.” A lot of my money was in long-term investments, but I was fairly certain I had two-hundred thousand in cash separated between a handful of savings and checking accounts. However, if the price had been much higher, I might not have had the immediate funds to take care of it today. I never would have imagined I’d need so much solvency at once. 
 
    “Or I’ll just pay it,” Freya abruptly announced, speaking up for the first time. 
 
    “Oh, hi Freya,” Lily replied. She took a deep breath. “I…I miss both of you.” 
 
    “We miss you too, Lily.” Freya’s tone became more endearing. “We’re just a couple of hours away, so we’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Lily took another deep breath. “Good…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “And I hope everything went well with your trip.” 
 
    “It did,” Freya reassured her. “Very well.” 
 
    Lily sounded less somber as she replied. “Good. That gives me something extra to look forward to.” 
 
    “And we’ll take care of this,” I interjected. “We’ll get a good lawyer and get this resolved. Have they told you what the charges are?” 
 
    Lily sounded more rushed now. “Yes, but I have to go. I’m out of time. I’m sorry. I love you both.” 
 
    “We love you too,” Freya and I both responded in sync. 
 
    “See you soon Lily,” I added. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6: Evil for the Greater Good 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – 1 Hour Ago 
 
      
 
    The first thing Lily did was glance down at her FRIL clothing, before running to her room to quickly change into her normal work clothes. She had no idea what this guy was doing showing up at her house, but she didn’t want to risk him becoming unnecessarily interested in her by answering the door in her FRIL clothing. 
 
    He was undeniably handsome, having blonde hair and green eyes, which was partly the reason for his popularity. The other reason was because he was sincerely powerful as a super. And much like Sam, this man had the ideal male physique, coupled with a superpower that made him possibly the strongest and most durable man alive. 
 
    He was almost god-level status in both strength and popularity. 
 
    However, famous or not, Lily loved Sam and wouldn’t give him up for the world – even if this guy was someone who she had the option of dating. Doubtful the man was any more fire-resistant than the rest of the supers in the world. But that didn’t matter either way. She was engaged to Sam now. 
 
    Once she was hastily dressed in jeans and a normal red blouse, she made her way to open her front door. Her heart was racing, prompting her body temperature to soar. If she got any more anxious, she might end up burning off her clothes altogether, leaving her standing in her FRIL bra and panties. 
 
    For a moment, she hesitated with her hand on the doorknob, wondering if she should have just stayed in the clothing she had been wearing after all. After a moment, she shook her head and took a deep breath to calm her racing pulse, followed by unlocking the door. 
 
    The handsome man grinned at her widely with a bright charming smile as she came into sight. 
 
    “Blaze King Maddox,” she exclaimed, finding herself more baffled than she had anticipated now that she was looking at him in person. He was much taller than most men. “W-What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Lily Dodson, I presume?” he asked politely in a smooth tone. His eyes flickered down her body briefly before continuing. “Or maybe I should say Lily Faith Dodson, since we’re using full names.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” she replied lamely. Everyone knew him by his full name, so it really wasn’t unusual for Lily to have used it. However, when it was obvious he was waiting for her to respond, she cleared her throat. “Umm, yes. That’s me.” She quickly clasped her hands behind her back, trying to hide her trembling fingers. It was extremely unnerving being in the presence of someone so famous. “A-And why are you here?” she repeated. 
 
    Blaze’s gaze flickered over her body again, focusing on her chest for a moment this time, before he smiled warmly at her again. “I’m here for you of course,” he replied with a charming smile. He then thrust his thumb behind him, his expression abruptly somber. “Unfortunately, I’m also here for them.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes focused passed him, realizing for the first time that she had four police cruisers in her driveway, along with eight officers wearing rough textured clothing that reminded her of what firefighters wore inside burning buildings. 
 
    And one of the cruisers unmistakably had a unique backseat area, which upon first glance appeared to be…fireproof. 
 
    “Why is this necessary?” Lily asked seriously. “If they want me to come in for questioning then this seems a little excessive.” 
 
    Blaze rubbed the back of his neck and took a deep breath. “Yeah…you see, that’s not exactly it. They’re actually here to arrest you.” 
 
    “Arrest me?!” Lily exclaimed in surprise. It was enough to push her over her limit – her hair immediately lit on fire, causing Blaze to take a step back in surprise. She barely managed to keep the rest of her body from igniting too – had this been a year ago, then she wouldn’t have been able to do it. 
 
    “Whoa, calm down,” he exclaimed with both his hands up. “I really don’t want to have to get involved other than escorting you,” he added. 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened as it all finally clicked. They saw her as a lethal threat and had called in Blaze – the Blaze King Maddox – to subdue her if needed. The fire on her head immediately went out as she felt dread creep into her chest. “I-I can’t help it,” she stammered, stunned that this was really happening. “It’s in my file,” she added, glancing back at the officers dressed like firefighters going to war. They had rifles and everything. “If I get upset or surprised, or even excited, I explode into flames.” 
 
    Blaze nodded, appearing overly sympathetic. “I understand sugar, so let’s–“ 
 
    Lily abruptly glared at him. “Are you trying to provoke me?” she hissed, making it clear she didn’t like the nickname. 
 
    He just laughed at that, waving his hand over his shoulder like he was summoning someone. And sure enough, one of the men began approaching. “Now look,” Blaze replied, ignoring her question as he looked at her sympathetically again. “I don’t like this anymore than you do, so let’s just follow the nice officer’s instructions and be on our way.” 
 
    Lily didn’t like the situation, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. She took a deep breath, and straightened up. “Well, just don’t let them provoke me,” she said quietly. “You may be strong, but you can still be scarred for life if I accidentally explode.” 
 
    Blaze laughed again, prompting her to glare at him a second time. “Oh honey,” he said with amusement. “I may not be exactly fireproof, but I can take a lot of heat. I’ve been right up next to an active volcano before and was just fine. And let me tell you, hot lava is about double the temperature of a typical fire.” He laughed again. “Why do you think they called me?” he asked seriously, though the question was obviously rhetorical. 
 
    Lily gawked at him for a moment as the officer reached them. She had no reason to doubt that he was telling the truth, because he had a point – they had called him specifically. If anyone could ‘handle’ the situation, it would be him. 
 
    The officer’s tone was harsh as he spoke to Lily. “Lean against the wall while I search you,” he said firmly. 
 
    Lily automatically took a step back. “Umm, do you want me to explode?” she repeated. 
 
    “I said,” the officer spoke harsher, “hands against the wall!” 
 
    Lily’s hair automatically lit on fire again as she felt her annoyance rise. “And I said, get a woman to do it or else I’ll explode!” she snapped. She knew she hadn’t actually said that previously, but it was implied – at least, in her opinion. 
 
    The officer had immediately taken a step back when her hair reignited. He instinctively raised is gun in response to the perceived threat, but Blaze’s hand flashed out like lightning as he grabbed the barrel and forced the officer to lower it. “Hey now, let’s not get out of hand,” he said to both of them. He then spoke specifically to the officer. “What’s the harm in having a woman frisk her?” he asked seriously. “I know there’s one here.” 
 
    The cop gave Blaze a hard look for a moment before nodding and taking another step back. “Fine,” he snapped. “Then we’ll have you lean against one of the cars while a female officer checks you.” 
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    The first thing Freya did was call up a lawyer she had frequently hired for business needs. The woman of course couldn’t help with the situation directly, being a civil lawyer, but she was able to give Freya a few references for a couple of criminal lawyers who could probably help. Freya then called both of the referrals right away and left messages regarding the basics of the situation, including commenting about who she was and who had referred her. 
 
    Once she had done all she could do, she got off the phone and gave Rose her attention again. I was honestly a little surprised when Freya began explaining to Rose exactly what was going on. 
 
    Literally, she started telling Rose everything. 
 
    She told her about the situation with my history and the mysterious shadow organization responsible for killing my wife and daughter over a century ago, as well as what happened when Lily was kidnapped and even how we handled it. Certainly, she didn’t go into the gory details, but she otherwise didn’t hold anything back. 
 
    Rose just listened attentively with wide eyes, seeming to absorb all the information like a sponge…which was very uncharacteristic for someone her age. 
 
    Once Freya started informing Rose about what happened with John, I finally interjected. 
 
    “Is this really appropriate to be telling her?” I wondered seriously, concerned that Freya’s lack of experience with children was revealing itself. It was bad enough to share these details with a child, but most kids didn’t know how to keep a secret. To me, it seemed like having Rose know the truth was a liability more than anything. 
 
    Not to mention, some of the information was very personal and potentially traumatizing for a little kid. 
 
    Freya looked at me with a serious expression. “Yes, Sam. It’s alright. I’ve seen into Rose’s mind, remember? She’s experienced a lot worse things – she knows bad stuff like this happens – and I think it’s actually dangerous for her not to know everything. If something like this happens to her, then I want her to know she has a right to defend herself.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head uncomfortably as I considered that. 
 
    I really didn’t like this. Why couldn’t we just have normal lives where Rose could stay innocent forever? Why did she have to know about the evils of the world? 
 
    However, as I considered it, I realized that even though she had somehow maintained her innocence, she had certainly already been exposed to some horrible things. And really, in a way, the fact that she even existed was representation of that truth. 
 
    So Freya was right, as much as I wished she wasn’t. 
 
    Rose was surprisingly very well behaved during the whole time…yet another indication of what kind of life she had led up until this point. She didn’t talk at all unless asked a question, which some might have thought made for the ideal child, but it was bothersome to me – it just wasn’t normal for a kid her age to be so quiet. Certainly, it was helpful given the circumstances. But not normal. 
 
    Once Freya was finished sharing everything, I finally decided to bring up the situation hanging over our heads. We had just taken an exit, entering one of the underground interstates to make the last hour trek to our city. The entire tunnel was several hundred feet wide, with ten lanes on each side. Granted, we couldn’t see the other side at the moment, since the majority of the interstate was divided by tall concrete walls that reached up to the curved concrete ceiling. They used a special type of cement that had a microorganism in it capable of secreting a lime-like substance when exposed to water, which meant a lot of the cracks that developed over time ended up sealing themselves within a matter of weeks. 
 
    Even though there was a lot of traffic on the road, it was fairly quiet inside my Lambo, with the noise cancelling technology preventing a lot of the excess sounds from entering the cab. The AI system would notify us if there was a noise we should pay attention to, like an ambulance or police siren. 
 
    I had wanted to wait until Rose wasn’t listening to talk about the situation regarding Lily, but if her hearing was anything like her mother’s then she would probably end up eavesdropping accidentally anyway. 
 
    “So what should we do about this situation?” I finally wondered. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath and leaned back in her seat. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’m assuming they arrested her because of the warehouse incident – I don’t know why else they would have.” She was pensive for a moment. “Maybe they found new evidence to incriminate her.” She groaned then with regret. “We should have just told them the truth to begin with,” she admitted. “I was trying to avoid the hassle of dealing with the police altogether. But now that Lily lied to them, I’m not sure how we can get out of this situation without her receiving jail time.” 
 
    I grimaced as I considered that. “Maybe they’ll consider it a misdemeanor?” I wondered. “Other than lying about her involvement, she was the victim in the situation. I’m not familiar enough with the law to know when it’s a misdemeanor versus a felony, but maybe a good lawyer can spin it as her not thinking clearly because of being traumatized.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then we will have to admit she killed all those criminals,” Freya retorted. “Even if Lily says it was just those three, that’s still manslaughter.” 
 
    “Self-defense?” I suggested. “Involuntary manslaughter?” I added. At this point, I was just grasping at random terms, having never taken the time to familiarize myself with the legal system. I knew a little bit, but not enough to know what kind of defense would keep Lily out of jail. 
 
    Freya groaned again. “Dammit,” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    “What?” I wondered seriously, looking back at her with concern. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “You just reminded me of something – involuntary manslaughter. Not to mention the ridiculously high bail,” she added, almost speaking to herself. “Shit,” she unexpectedly exclaimed more loudly. Freya then looked down at Rose apologetically. “Sorry sweetie. Mommy’s not using very nice words. I don’t want you saying words like ‘shit,’ and I’ll try to do better.” 
 
    Rose just nodded quietly, her small brow knitted together in concern. 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” I repeated. 
 
    Freya sighed heavily. “The James Willard Act – that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Should I know what that is?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She abruptly gawked at me. “How could you not?” she wondered in disbelief. “Everyone knows about it. There’s probably not a person alive who doesn’t know.” She looked away. “Granted, almost no one alive today was alive back then, because the incident that prompted the creation of the act happened like a hundred and…” Her voice abruptly trailed off. She then looked at me apologetically. “Oh,” she said simply. “I think it happened when you were trapped in that statue for seventeen years…of course you wouldn’t know about it. Likely no one was talking about it when you broke free.” She sighed then. “Most people alive today learned about it in school, but I assumed you wouldn’t have missed all the hysteria regarding the incident. It was kind of a big deal, because it’s a massive violation of human rights for the sake of the greater good.” 
 
    I felt my heart rate pick up. “Violation of human rights?” I repeated. I put the car in autopilot again, and decided to give her my full attention. I sincerely enjoyed the act of driving, but I had long since lost interest in the activity for today. I probably would have put it in autopilot sooner were it not for the fact that driving it manually had become such a long-established habit. 
 
    Freya nodded, meeting my gaze as I twisted around in my seat to look at her. “James Willard was a super with an involuntary ability…just like Lily.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw as I waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I don’t know all the details about what happened – I didn’t personally care about what was happening in the world at that time in my life – but something set him off and he accidentally killed a little over nine million people.” 
 
    “Nine million?!” I exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    She nodded. “He basically wiped out an entire city. And of course, it was all involuntary – he didn’t intentionally kill all those people.” She took a deep breath. “It was big news about a hundred and twenty years ago. There were people on all sides rallying on various positions over the situation.” 
 
    “But I don’t think Lily’s ability is that powerful,” I countered in disbelief. “I mean, we basically saw what she was capable of when she destroyed the warehouse.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement. “Yes, but that’s not the point. The way the government will see it is, what if that had been a mall? Or the building where you both work? That’s where the James Willard Act comes in. If she’s seen as the one responsible for such destruction, they might imprison her for life just to keep everyone else safe.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “Or worse…” Freya added. 
 
    I looked at her intensely then. “What do you mean by worse?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She bit her lip as her crimson eyes became teary at the implications of what this law could mean for Lily. “Sam,” she choked out, becoming visibly upset. “They gave James Willard the death penalty…” She turned her head away from my reserved expression as she continued. “And they didn’t tell him about it beforehand, afraid he might kill a bunch of people again from getting riled up. Instead, they let him believe everything was going to turn out alright, before having a regular sniper take him out when they were ‘freeing him’ from prison.” 
 
    “They killed him?” I repeated, feeling numb. 
 
    Freya only nodded weakly in response, squeezing her arm around Rose. 
 
    I had no problem understanding part of the logic behind that decision. Someone who could accidentally kill that many people if they got worked up was too dangerous to be allowed to just roam freely. But if that was the case, then force the guy to live on an abandoned island or something. It wouldn’t be the first time the government had spent extra money to accommodate genetic, physical, and psychological needs of unique inmates. In some cases, they spent tens of thousands extra to make such accommodations. 
 
    And yeah, it might have been more expensive for that guy. But kill him? Even if I didn’t know the law very well, I knew that only those who intentionally murdered someone – usually multiple people – could be eligible for the death penalty. 
 
    But the death penalty for involuntary manslaughter? If someone accidentally made a mistake that caused a nuclear power plant to wipe out a city, they would still probably only get life in prison. 
 
    Not to mention, Lily was different. She had never harmed anyone in the twenty-nine years that she had been alive, even despite the uncontrollable nature of her superpower. Plus, she was slowly gaining more control over her ability. She might never be able to completely control it, but maybe in ten years she could have enough control to have the G-32 restriction removed from her license that prevented her from using public transportation and being in overly crowded locations. 
 
    But we would never find out – not if they took such extreme measures as killing her because they were unreasonably afraid of her blowing up a city. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Freya asked after a minute. 
 
    I focused on her again, realizing I had been staring right through her with a dark expression. I cleared my throat. “So then, do we lie?” I finally asked. “Should we continue to go with the story that she’s never managed more than a small bonfire?” 
 
    Freya shook her head in uncertainty, tightening her arm wrapped around Rose again. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “We might have to wait and see what evidence they have against her.” She took a deep breath. “Hopefully one of those two lawyers will be worth their weight in gold. Although, if we are going to keep the truth a secret, then we can’t let the lawyer know either – they take an oath to be honest and ethical, and despite their reputation as liars, most of them uphold that oath diligently.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “We would have to–” 
 
    Unexpectedly, my heart began racing, and my mind felt strange. I grabbed my head with both hands, groaning from the unexpected sensation. My eyes forced themselves shut, but I could still see just fine with my second-sight. Being in autopilot already, the car began merging lanes on its own, and my Lambo’s AI spoke up almost immediately – the ultrasound system tipping him off that something was wrong. 
 
    “Elevated blood pressure and irregular heartbeat detected. Health of passenger zero-zero-one determined to be code orange. Waiting for paramedics estimated to be seven point four minutes faster than driving to hospital. Permission to call emergency responders? Ten seconds until default to permission granted.” 
 
    “Sam?” Freya urgently asked in confusion. 
 
    “Eight seconds until default to–” Lonnie continued. 
 
    “Decline,” I managed breathlessly. “Park,” I added, knowing the AI was probably going to ask for permission to proceed with pulling onto the shoulder of the interstate. I took a shaky breath as my black Lambo pulled into the extra lane used for emergency stops. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me all of a sudden, but thankfully Lonnie hadn’t classified whatever it was as code red. Even if I was immortal, I couldn’t do anything about Lonnie’s programming that would call emergency responders if a passenger became critically ill. 
 
    “Sam,” Freya repeated in concern. 
 
    Still being twisted towards her in my seat, I realized for the first time that her hands were on mine pressing against my temples. 
 
    “Sam, what’s wrong?” she asked urgently. 
 
    But I couldn’t answer her, because I didn’t know how to answer her. I didn’t know what was wrong. There was certainly nothing going on with my health. No, my body was just reacting to my unexpected emotions. 
 
    I was upset. Really upset, but I had no idea why. 
 
    And then suddenly I knew why, the moment I heard metal smashing into metal as vehicles down the interstate began colliding with each other. 
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    Blaze wrapped his warm fingers around Lily’s upper arm as he began guiding her away from the house. Lily immediately tried to shrug off his grip, but his hand didn’t budge from the spot where he had decided it would be. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” she demanded. 
 
    Having been a model, she had dealt with many men trying to touch her in supposedly innocent ways. A manager might unnecessarily place his hand on her upper back, sometimes lower, as he walked with her. Or a security officer might place his hand on her shoulder, as if he were trying to comfort her like he was about to deliver bad news. Many times, if she was in a new location and asked where the bathroom was, the man would place his hand on her shoulder or back as he pointed, and tried to keep it there while attempting to escort her unnecessarily. 
 
    Even the photographer might spend extra time trying to readjust her posture just right, as if he was exceptionally undecisive. 
 
    She ironically found that if she was a little flirtatious with them, then they were more receptive when she pulled away and joked about them keeping their hands to themselves. It was almost as if giving them a little flirting satiated their hunger to have some form of contact with her, and she would much rather do that then have their grubby fingers on her any more than necessary. 
 
    However, she didn’t want to flirt with Blaze Maddox in hopes he might let go. She didn’t want to flirt with anyone. Maybe before Sam, she might have had a different opinion, but not now. She just wanted people to leave her alone for once and not touch her without her permission, no matter how innocent it might seem superficially. 
 
    Blaze rubbed the back of his head with his free hand, his blonde hair neatly trimmed as if he had gotten it cut yesterday. “Sorry sugar, but this is an arrest after all. I’ll try to keep those guys off you as much as possible, but you’re going to have to at least put up with me holding onto you occasionally.” 
 
    Lily groaned in annoyance, knowing he was probably right. She had seen enough crime shows to know that the police didn’t have to be respectful of someone’s wishes when arresting them. 
 
    The man who had initially planned on frisking her gave her instructions to lean against the car and began reading off her rights while another suited officer did the search instead – this second one being presumably female. The cop had her fireproof helmet on and she was physically thin, so Lily had no way to verify if she was truly a woman. 
 
    Could have just been a skinny guy. 
 
    Lily clenched her teeth in annoyance when the officer took off her glove and ran her finger on the inside band of Lily’s engagement necklace. She had no idea why that was necessary, since she assumed they were only checking for weapons right now – not drugs – but decided to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    Once the frisk was over, Blaze escorted her to the cruiser with the specialized backseat and then climbed into the passenger’s seat with fireproof glass between them. The car then took off without a driver, running on autopilot to the police station. 
 
    Blaze attempted to make small-talk through the car’s speaker system, but Lily ignored him the whole way. She didn’t want to talk to him, or anyone for that matter. She wished she could call Sam and Freya, but her phone had been left on the couch in her rush, and she doubted the police would have let her keep it anyway. 
 
    Once they arrived, she had her fingerprints updated, photographs taken, and then was forced to succumb to a strip search. They took all of her belongings, including her fireproof bra and underwear, as well as her necklace. 
 
    She had never been so humiliated in her entire life, and neither Blaze nor the extra male officer would leave the room despite her complaints. She threatened that she might erupt into flames, but Blaze wasn’t concerned at all, and the other guy indicated his gun was loaded with tranquilizer darts ready to be used if needed. 
 
    That certainly drew her up short. She definitely wouldn’t burst into flames if she was unconscious, and she didn’t like the idea of someone else dressing her while passed out cold. 
 
    Once she was wearing an orange jumpsuit that ironically matched her rapidly swirling irises, and she was seated in a specialized cell made for her, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the hard wall. The jumpsuit was loose overall, but it was way too tight around her chest – obviously, it wasn’t designed for busty women – certainly not someone as busty as her. Blaze was still there, not having left her side for even a second, and remained there even now. 
 
    She was already on the verge of tears, feeling both angry and humiliated, but she was also afraid if she didn’t keep it together then she might end up burning her clothes off, leaving her naked. She cursed them in her thoughts for not letting her keep her bra and underwear. 
 
    Obviously, the two articles of clothing were harmless, and they were the only thing that wouldn’t catch fire if her emotions boiled over. 
 
    A year ago, she would already be actively on fire from all the stress. 
 
    She continued to ignore Blaze’s attempts to talk, but she finally opened her eyes when someone else came into the room and handed him a piece of paper. She wondered if Blaze was serving as their liaison for communications too, in the event she got too upset about something and the glass fireproof walls weren’t enough to contain her. After all, if they suspected her for the warehouse incident, then they didn’t know what she might be capable of. 
 
    Blaze grinned at her when he noticed she was paying attention now, his bright green eyes sparkling. He waved the paper tauntingly towards her. “Which do you want first, sugar? The good news or bad news?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, annoyed at his persistent use of that pet name. “What’s the bad news?” she demanded through her teeth. 
 
    “Just the list of charges against you, as well as your court date,” he replied with a bright smile. 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly. “Okay, then what’s the good news?” she wondered. 
 
    He laughed eagerly. “Well, it appears they’ve set a bail, and I have to admit it’s a little high, but I’m going to pay it for you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock, before abruptly narrowing again. “No, you’re not. I won’t sign the release agreement. My fiancé can pay it,” she retorted. 
 
    “What? That weak guy you work with?” he laughed again. “Trust me, on his salary he can’t afford your bail. It’s two-hundred thousand.” 
 
    Lily just gawked at him in disbelief. A fifth of a million? For bail? What in the world were the charges against her? 
 
    “So like I said,” Blaze continued, becoming more confident given her reaction. “I’ll pay the bail for you, and maybe we can go out to eat afterwards.” 
 
    “I want my phone call,” Lily snapped abruptly. 
 
    He chuckled again. “Sure. You can call whomever you want after–” 
 
    “I want my phone call,” she snapped again, her hair bursting into flames. 
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    The massive pileup just wouldn’t stop. All the vehicles on the road began colliding into each other at full speed on this side of the interstate, and no one was using their brakes. More than that – no one’s automatic braking systems were activating, as if the vehicles had all been disabled. 
 
    Initially, over ten cars collided, bouncing into each other and against the concrete walls like bumper cars, before a trucker collided into the whole group and overturned. Another handful of vehicles smashed into that group at full speed before a couple more truckers joined the pileup, one of them having its entire body thrust into the air as it crushed cars, trucks, and vans underneath it. 
 
    Over a hundred vehicles were involved before people began finally slowing down, although there were many who still rear-ended each other as they attempted to stop. When everyone in the immediate vicinity had finally come to a halt, the pile up was halfway to the concrete ceiling, over four cars high, and there was bumper to bumper traffic in long lines reaching all the way to where we had parked on the shoulder. 
 
    And that’s when I knew why – why I had felt my heart rate spike, and why I had felt so uneasy. 
 
    I felt myself in that mess – felt my Lambo crushed around us like being squished into a sardine can. In that sensation that lingered in my mind, I sensed that we were all okay for the most part – thanks to my astral limbs, and that I was just mostly upset over my car being demolished like a piece of paper crumbled up. However, as I remained there for a moment longer inside my head, I began to sense the people all around me, both dead, dying, and injured. 
 
    And that made me upset as well, enough for Lonnie to classify my health as code orange from my unexpected elevated blood pressure and internal distress. 
 
    My internal distress…from something that hadn’t happened yet. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Freya exclaimed under her breath. 
 
    So much for not cursing in front of Rose. “Lonnie, call the police,” I demanded. 
 
    But he didn’t respond. 
 
    I glanced down at my dashboard, seeing that my car was off completely. I attempted to turn it back on, but nothing happened. It was dead. At least now I knew what was probably the cause of the accident. Most people likely had their cars in autopilot, completely distracted, which meant they couldn’t react fast enough to hit the brakes manually. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to see that it was dead too. It appeared that all electronics were fried, or at least temporarily disabled. However, the lights in the interstate tunnel weren’t out. They hadn’t even flickered when everything else electronic seemed to die. 
 
    Now that the noise cancelling system wasn’t working, I could hear the screaming and shouting all throughout the tunnel. I glanced back at Freya and met her gaze. Rose was clinging to her tightly, her small brow furrowed in concern, rather than fear. Neither of us said anything for a few seconds, until Rose broke the silence. 
 
    “There’s so much blood,” she whispered. 
 
    We both looked down at her to see that the whites of her eyes were black, her red irises appearing more vibrant because of it. I quickly reached out my hand towards her, prompting her to look at me in confusion. 
 
    “Go ahead and drink from my wrist sweetie.” 
 
    Rose quickly shook her head, her eyes wide. “I’m fine,” she replied, her voice almost inaudible. 
 
    Freya encouraged her. “Go ahead, sweetie. If you’re well fed, then you won’t react to blood like this. They starved you for way too long.” 
 
    Rose held her gaze before looking at me apologetically and sinking her teeth obediently into my wrist. I wasn’t worried about anyone seeing her, since my windows were darkly tinted. 
 
    While she drank, I focused my second-sight towards the mess, trying to steel my nerves as I checked out the damage. There were definitely at least twenty people dead, their hearts completely lifeless, but most were still alive and badly injured. One guy had the steering wheel crushed straight through his chest, while another had her legs and body twisted up in the metal of her vehicle – both of those two were deceased. 
 
    Many others were bleeding, some of them gushing blood to the point that they would likely be dead within a matter of minutes. One passenger had a piece of glass from a different vehicle’s windshield sticking through their chest, a lung collapsed as they attempted to gasp for breath. The backseat of another vehicle was basically nonexistent, having been smashed to nothing, which meant the person who had been in the backseat was unrecognizable. 
 
    The more I looked, the more grotesque scenes I saw with my second-sight. It wasn’t until I scanned toward the middle that something really caught my attention. 
 
    A little boy, no older than three or four years old, was in an upside-down van visibly crying, though his actual screams couldn’t be heard over the chaos outside. His sturdy car seat appeared to be the only reason he wasn’t crushed along with the back end of the van he was in. The only other passenger in the vehicle was a female driver, who I assumed must be his mother since they both had blonde hair. Unlike her son, she was completely unconscious, her head twisted at an odd angle, though her heart was still beating. 
 
    As I focused on the boy, I briefly felt helpless, before I unexpectedly sensed something else stir inside of me. 
 
    Being a normal guy in an immortal body, I had lived my entire life being unable to do anything in the disasters I had been unlucky enough to find myself in. And this was especially true since most people had some ability that might help, whereas I did not. And in fact, as I looked at the scene with my physical eyes, I saw that people were already beginning to try to help. 
 
    Those who had above average strength were attempting to pry people’s doors open and get them out. Those with speed were zipping around at record paces in an attempt to triage by checking on those trapped in their vehicles, so that the rapidly forming civilian-rescue group might be able to get the most injured out first. A teenage guy with black curly hair and dark skin, who appeared to have some type of magnetism ability, was polarizing various vehicles in order to get them to slide towards each other for the sake of trying to clear a space to put the injured. And yet another super, a middle-aged woman with brown hair, was creating some kind of transparent shield that she was likewise using to move cars in a similar manner. 
 
    However, as I stared at the little boy crying deep in the mess, I knew it would probably be hours before someone reached him. He was all alone with his mother unconscious and possibly dying. 
 
    And that bothered me. A lot. 
 
    It made me feel helpless. 
 
    Until I remembered that I wasn’t helpless anymore. 
 
    I turned my head to meet Freya’s gaze again, Rose still gulping blood from my wrist. Freya’s expression was uncertain for a moment, before she saw the resolve in my eyes. 
 
    She took a deep breath, and then spoke up. “Do you want me to help you?” she wondered. 
 
    I could understand her hesitation, since using her abilities drew unwanted attention to her that could be problematic. Sure, she might be able to help out without revealing anything other than her exceptional strength and speed, but if she ended up on the internet and got fans, then inevitably there would be people who discovered that she was unlisted in the public superpower registry, which might very well lead to someone becoming obsessed with discovering the truth. 
 
    A truth she needed to keep hidden. 
 
    And the best way to remain anonymous was to avoid getting involved in anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Really, I was facing the same problem… 
 
    I glanced down at Rose as she finished her much-needed meal. Despite how much she had consumed back at the orphanage, it really hadn’t been enough after having been starved for so long. I met Freya’s gaze again. “Only if you think it’s safe for Rose to be left alone…” I hesitated. “And only if you want to…” I added. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Rose said quickly, looking up at her mother. Her expression then saddened. “There are kids crying. Like me.” 
 
    Freya winced briefly before nodding. No doubt she could distinguish all the sounds like Rose, and found herself focusing on the children’s higher pitched cries the moment Rose mentioned it. Thankfully, there hadn’t been a lot of kids involved in the accident, because most were getting home from school, assuming they weren’t at home already, with the majority of the traffic being adults who recently left work. No school buses had been involved in the accident. 
 
    Freya wrapped her arms around the little girl’s thin frame and kissed her on the temple. “Okay. Just promise me you’ll stay in the car no matter what. You’ll have to lock all the doors manually since it looks like the power locks aren’t working.” She pulled away to look down at her. “Promise?” she asked seriously. 
 
    Rose nodded confidently. “Promise,” she agreed. 
 
    I promptly went to open my door, only to realize the car next to me had stopped right up against my Lambo in an effort to avoid hitting the car in front of them. I reached out with my astral limbs and began sliding a car, three vehicles over, in the opposite direction, moving to the next car closer, followed quickly by the one next to me. 
 
    Needless to say, the passengers were all shocked to have their vehicles moving by seemingly nothing. 
 
    Now that I had the room to open my door, I climbed out with Freya right at my side, slamming her door behind her and making sure Rose locked them all. I glanced at my partner, realizing we looked like we had intentionally dressed as a team with our color-coordinated bright blue shirts. At least most everyone’s phones seemed to be disabled for the time being, so we didn’t have to worry about that problem for now. 
 
    I really didn’t want to end up on the internet. 
 
    A lot of people liked the idea of being famous, but there was a lot of pressure having eyes on you at all times. A lot of demand too. Not to mention, there was one factor about fame that most didn’t consider – you couldn’t undo it. If you became famous, usually it was almost impossible to become anonymous again. 
 
    And that was a problem for someone who was immortal, because their secret would eventually come out when they didn’t age or die after a century. 
 
    I looked back over at the pile of cars, realizing I was going to need room to try to untangle this mess. The magnetism and shield supers were doing their best, but they didn’t have the capacity of mass movement. 
 
    I already knew I could extend my invisible tentacles several hundred feet away from my body, so I anchored myself with four of them on the concrete road surface while I began grabbing vehicles behind us by the bumper and sliding them away from the pileup. 
 
    People began scattering out of their cars, a few of them screaming from the startle, and rushing to the shoulders of the interstate as cars magically appeared to rapidly slide away by some unseen force. Having fifteen astral limbs to use at once, while the four held my physical body in place, I was able to rapidly move cars down the interstate. By the time I reached my Lambo, which I left alone, there was a massive area clear of vehicles. 
 
    However the gap needed to be closer to the pileup in order to be useful. I continued to pull cars and trucks down the road, having more distance to pull as the gap between vehicles widened. Finally, I began clearing the immediate area around the wreckage, careful not to accidentally hit anyone between cars. 
 
    I felt a little bad for the magnetism and shield supers, since the work they had done ended up being pointless. Neither seemed overly bothered though. It appeared that neither the teenager nor middle-aged woman were helping to be noticed. 
 
    They didn’t care if someone else stole the spotlight. 
 
    They just wanted to help. 
 
    Up until this point, it wasn’t obvious who was responsible for the unexpected intervention. And my involvement was surprising enough that once I moved the last few cars, no one else moved. 
 
    Almost everyone, even many of those who were injured, were frozen as they looked around urgently, trying to find the source. I knew I was probably going to give myself away the moment I took action again, but I couldn’t do everything from my current location. Not to mention that, while I intended to help as many people as possible, I had one particular goal in mind – I wanted to reach that little boy. 
 
    The fear and grief on his small face reminded me of the daughter I couldn’t save, and it was enough to spur me to action, because I could make a difference now. 
 
    I took off in a jog down the shoulder, with Freya right on my heels. She could easily outrun me, but I knew she was hesitant to be in the spotlight any more than I was. Granted, she probably would have followed my lead either way. While she certainly liked to be dominant in the bedroom, and frequently reminded me she was over a century older, she had grown quite accustomed to trusting my decisions. And she almost seemed to seek out opportunities to do what I wanted on the rare occasions that I voiced an opinion. 
 
    I wouldn’t quite call it ‘submission’ though. It felt more like we were a team with an interchanging leader, except that my leadership triumphed on the rare occasions when I had a preference. 
 
    By the time we reached the wreckage, all eyes were on us. Most people had stopped what they were doing, since they had clearly found themselves in the presence of a superior super. It took me a moment to understand why. 
 
    They needed a leader. 
 
    And now that someone powerful had revealed themselves, they had found one. 
 
    Strange how power forced that responsibility on people. 
 
    Sometimes it was physical prowess or stature, while other times it might simply be charisma. However, in modern day, it was often the superpower. The one most powerful automatically was looked upon by the masses as the one in charge, especially in a crisis. 
 
    I sighed heavily, as I reached the pileup. I wasn’t ready to be anyone’s leader, beyond my small family. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Freya wondered from my side. She pulled on the sides of her high ponytail to tighten it as she spoke. 
 
    Without turning my head, I scanned the area all around me with my second-sight. A lot of people were on the shoulders now, although there were still those who were injured in the street where there had originally been a cleared space. 
 
    I took a deep breath, ready to get to work. “Crowd control,” I replied. “Try to keep everyone out of my way while I work through this mess.” 
 
    Freya straightened up more and gave me a firm nod. Then, without hesitation, she spun around and began barking out orders, clearly putting on her boss-hat. She began by asking a cluster of people to help get the injured off the road, as well as telling everyone else to make their way down the interstate to make room for the vehicles. 
 
    While she got everyone moving again, I wrapped one of my astral limbs around a massive trucker and carefully lifted it off the pile, having four astral projections anchoring myself like before. The driver inside was fine, but he was too far up to safely get out of his vehicle. 
 
    Freya saw what I was doing and quickly yelled at a group of bystanders to get out of the way. Unfortunately, there were a lot of people who were hesitant to move, wanting to see what was happening up close. 
 
    I wondered if they thought my ability was telekinesis, although I wasn’t sure such a superpower actually existed in the world. This was probably the closest thing that did. 
 
    As I set the trucker down, I found my second-sight focusing on that boy again, still crying. I couldn’t hear him, but I could see his face scrunched up in fear, with both tears and snot everywhere. I wanted to get to him now. I didn’t want him to have to wait. I knew there were others to worry about too, but I wanted to try to get to all the children as fast as possible. 
 
    As I examined the wreckage, I realized the pile was so large that I could probably tunnel through it without it collapsing on itself. And wherever there was a weak section, I might be able to hold it up with an astral limb. 
 
    Set on my plan, I focused on a car slightly towards my right and slid it away, pulling it as far down the interstate as possible. I then grabbed a truck split in half, the back end having been forced a different direction than the front. The woman in the driver’s seat was unconscious, but alive, the side of her face covered in blood. I tugged out the back end, fully separating it from the cab before pulling out the other half as well. 
 
    I saw several supers rush up to yank open the doors and get the woman out. One guy was supporting her head between his forearms, trying to keep her stable in case she had a broken neck. 
 
    I pulled out another two cars, followed by a van, keeping a couple astral limbs towards the top of my makeshift tunnel to support it if necessary. Thus far, there had been no indication it might cave in. 
 
    I began working faster as my confidence grew, and people began falling into a rhythm behind me. 
 
    Get out of the way, rush in to evacuate anyone alive, move out of the way again. 
 
    Freya continued to bark out orders as needed, but for the most part everyone knew what they needed to do. She ended up spending a lot of her time only speaking up whenever someone wasn’t paying attention to their surroundings. It was surprising how loud she could project her voice, and every time she spoke up, she had almost everyone’s attention. 
 
    At one point, a couple of the stronger supers were trying to unbend the metal frame of a truck that had a man captive. The guy was severely injured, but he was trapped. If they didn’t get him out soon, he might bleed to death long before anyone could help him. 
 
    It was the first time Freya decided to move into action. Up until this point, she had been trying to avoid revealing anything about herself, but she decided to help after all. 
 
    She rushed over to the truck and ordered the two men down. They looked at her like she was crazy, which was ironic since a handful of the stronger supers were female, but they listened anyway. She then leapt up with the grace of an acrobat and began peeling apart the twisted metal frame like it was a fruit. She then reached in and tore out the steering wheel, tossing it to one of the guys to discard, before beginning to force apart the frame more, so they could pull the injured man out. 
 
    Needless to say, a lot of people gawked at her, because it wasn’t every day they came across a top tier super of any category, and it was obvious she was top tier in strength. What they didn’t know was that she was top tier in durability, reflexes, stamina, regeneration, and eyesight as well. Not to mention her above average senses with smell and hearing. 
 
    And her immortality… 
 
    In a way, that was almost god-tier, if such a thing existed. 
 
    Really, the bystanders had no idea just how unique she was, even among supers. Granted, her abilities came with an extremely heavy price that had all but ruined most of her life. A price most would not want to pay in a world where someone like me didn’t exist to negate the associated negative side effects. 
 
    Many might believe they would be alright with living with such a curse as a tradeoff for all she could do, but if they had the opportunity to experience it themselves, they’d surely change their minds once the horrors of the curse plagued their life. 
 
    After Freya had the two men climb back up to help her ease the injured guy out of the truck, I reached out with an astral limb to gently wrap around her wrist. I wasn’t constricting her movement in any way, but only making her aware of my presence. 
 
    Her head snapped in my direction immediately, before she finished up with what she was doing and ran back towards me. 
 
    “Everything alright?” she asked when she was close enough. 
 
    I nodded. “I need your help, but I didn’t want to call out your name. No doubt people would be eager to find out.” 
 
    She grimaced at that. “Thanks,” she replied appreciatively. 
 
    I quickly continued. “There’s a little boy and his mother in an overturned van in there,” I pointed to the dark hole I had created in the wreckage. “The woman’s neck is broken. I have myself wrapped around her spine internally, as well as her neck and head externally to keep it stabilized…” Another super started approaching, so I lowered my voice more to finish in a rush. I didn’t want anyone overhearing details about my ability. “Can you get the boy out, and then go back for the woman? After that, I want to focus on getting the other children out before I worry about everyone else.” 
 
    Freya nodded, seeming pensive. “Will it be safe to keep tunneling like this?” she wondered. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really. I’m holding it up in certain spots. I just want to try to get as many of the kids out as possible before I take the time to pull the rest of the vehicles apart.” 
 
    Freya held my gaze, her expression unexpectedly tender. “You really do love kids, don’t you?” she considered. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Once you’ve become a parent – once that parental instinct has been activated inside of you, it changes everything. Before my daughter, it was certainly upsetting to see a child suffer, but not like this. Not like how I feel now.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement, and glanced over her shoulder at the man who had stopped a few feet away, before taking off into the tunnel. I turned to look at the man too, who was obviously waiting to talk to me. He was dressed casually in jeans and a plaid button-up shirt designed to be worn untucked, though he had blood smeared on him from helping out. I knew he was one of the fast supers based on the speed of his initial approach prior to slowing down and walking at a normal pace. 
 
    He took my movement as an invitation to speak. “Is there something more we can do?” he asked seriously, he then glanced at the tunnel hesitantly. “I’m not really sure why you don’t just pull the vehicles off from the top. Why do it this way?” 
 
    I held his gaze as I answered. “To get the kids out first,” I replied simply. 
 
    His eyes widened for a moment, but then he became pensive as he glanced at the wreckage. “But how do you know where they are?” he wondered. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I do – that’s all you need to know.” I paused then as an idea hit me. “Actually though, if you want to help, then maybe you can find out if anyone has the ability to generate light. Or even just see if anyone has a working flashlight. The supers with above average strength could probably help out in there, but it’s pointless if they can’t see.” 
 
    “What about her?” he wondered, gesturing to the hole that Freya had disappeared into. 
 
    Keeping my tone matter-of-fact, I spoke casually. “My wife can see in the dark,” I explained. The guy seemed more interested in her than he needed to be, so I was staking my claim without being obvious. However, another thought hit me at the same time, one completely unrelated to the immediate situation. 
 
    Just because I might not be able to marry Freya anytime soon, didn’t mean we couldn’t be engaged. Technically, engagements were completely unofficial, which meant I could be married to Lily and engaged to Freya. It would certainly solve my issue with being called her ‘boyfriend.’ 
 
    The guy nodded in understanding, pulling my attention back to the present. Certainly, there were probably other supers here who could see in the dark, but they wouldn’t be much help if they were only of average strength. Most of the metal vehicles were crushed too much for a normal person to get the doors open. The combination was needed in order to be of any use in the dark tunnel I had created. 
 
    “I can do that,” he agreed. “I’ll get a few of the others to run around and see if we can collect anything, or anyone, that can help them see.” He then took off to do just that when I confirmed my approval. 
 
    Freya was just coming out with the little boy, running him over to one of the women by the injured group, before rushing back to get the boy’s mother. 
 
    Once she was done, having communicated that the mother’s neck was broken, she was at my side again while I pulled out more vehicles to get to the next kid. They did end up finding a smokeless flare, allowing a handful of the stronger supers to rush in and out, evacuating who they could while Freya focused on the kids and their parents. 
 
    Finally, when all the children were out, I began pulling vehicles off the top again, separating them into two major groups – those that had survivors and those with deceased individuals. Freya was at my side again, scanning the scene, but hadn’t been required to give any directions in quite some time. 
 
    I finally spoke up to her, now that we were nearing the end. The pile was mostly just one layer of vehicles, with my primary focus now being on untangling the individual metal frames so the civilian rescue-crew could get to them. 
 
    “Do you want to check on Rose?” I wondered, using my second-sight to focus on her in the car behind us. She was sitting in the passenger’s seat, leaning forward on the dashboard as she watched everything intently. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath. “Yeah, and we need to figure out how to get home. I don’t want Lily to think we abandoned her.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, finding a new wave of worry washing over me. I focused past the wreckage to see that there were a lot of people uninvolved in the accident who had stopped to help from the other side. I wasn’t sure what had caused everyone’s vehicles to stop running, but it seemed their cars still worked, and a lot of them were using their phones. 
 
    Still, no emergency personal had arrived yet. Not even a cop. 
 
    “Check to see if my car will start,” I instructed, beginning to clear a path through the wreckage so that a vehicle could go through. 
 
    “And if it won’t?” she wondered. 
 
    “Then we’ll pay someone to drive us to go pick up your car, since it’s on the way to the police station.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, getting ready to walk away before stopping herself. “You may never see your Lambo again,” she commented. “It’ll probably get lost in this mess.” 
 
    I met her gaze and shrugged. “It’s just a car. Lily’s more important.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8: Fed Up with Everyone’s Shit 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Evening 
 
      
 
    As the hours ticked by, Lily became progressively more anxious. She knew Sam and Freya wouldn’t abandon her, which made her all the more concerned. 
 
    Why hadn’t they made it back yet? 
 
    ‘They’re immortal,’ she reassured herself in her thoughts. ‘They can’t die. They’re okay.’ 
 
    Yet, that truth didn’t keep her from worrying. They would be moving her to a long-term facility in a few hours, and she wasn’t sure if the new location was in the same city. If it was, she wouldn’t be able to tell Sam and Freya where she had been relocated to, until after she had arrived, and that was assuming she could get another phone call tonight. 
 
    Would the police station here disclose where they had moved her to? 
 
    “Look,” Blaze repeated. “This doesn’t have to be so difficult. Just let me take you to dinner, and I’ll pay your bail.” 
 
    “What part of ‘I’m engaged’ don’t you understand?” Lily hissed in annoyance. “And is that even legal?” she wondered seriously. 
 
    He scoffed. “I’m Blaze King Maddox,” he retorted, emphasizing each word. “The law rarely applies to me.” 
 
    “Well, I’m still engaged,” she repeated. 
 
    “I didn’t see a ring,” he retorted with a grin. “I bet your boyfriend couldn’t even afford one. Or are you just too embarrassed to wear it?” 
 
    Lily glared at him. “That necklace was my engagement jewelry,” she snapped, wishing they hadn’t taken it from her. “And the pink sapphire alone was over fifteen-thousand, not to mention the cost of the customized pendant and clasp he had made for it. But that’s not the point. I’m still engaged, whether he got me jewelry or not. I don’t need a ring to be committed.” 
 
    Blaze’s green eyes widened momentarily before he scoffed again. “Weak,” he retorted. “Everything about that boy is weak.” Blaze wasn’t much older than Lily, and her fiancé looked to be about the same age as well, but this man seemed to insist on belittling Sam in any way possible. “I’d spend double that easily for something so important.” 
 
    Lily gawked at him, not because of what he said, but because of what he was implying. “Aren’t you dating Lexi Stockton?” she asked in disbelief. Even if she didn’t pay much attention to the celebrity superheroes, she knew she wouldn’t have missed it if Blaze and Lexi had broken up. They were the ‘it’ power couple. 
 
    But then again, maybe they had broken up if he was trying to secure a date with her. 
 
    Blaze leaned back in his chair with a wide grin. “The relationship’s not exclusive – at least not for me.” 
 
    “You’re a pompous ass,” Lily retorted. 
 
    He abruptly leaned forward, his voice still casual but more firm. “Hey now, sugar. I may be a little arrogant, but I’ve been nothing but polite to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, except ignore my insistent refusal to go on a date with you. You’re like the definition of the self-proclaimed ‘nice guy.’ Sounds like a self-absorbed, entitled ass to me.” 
 
    Blaze glared at her briefly. Just for a moment, he let his pleasant façade slip. 
 
    It sent a shiver down Lily’s spine, but the expression disappeared so quickly that she wondered if she had imagined it. But that’s when it hit her. She wasn’t just rejecting some random guy. She was rejecting Blaze King Maddox, a man who was so strong and durable that he was almost god-tier status as a super, if such a thing even existed. He was at the pinnacle of superheroes, and he probably really was above the law, or at least the closest person to it. 
 
    She wondered briefly what he might do if he didn’t get his way, hoping that being a superhero and the ‘good guy’ meant something to him. 
 
    Blaze seemed to notice her abrupt change in demeanor and gave her a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Evening 
 
      
 
    Having abandoned my Lambo, we were able to get a ride from one of the bystanders on the other side of the pileup. A middle-aged couple in their early fifties was more than happy to help out our little family when we told them we actually had a separate emergency we were dealing with. 
 
    I brought my phone even though it was still dead, and Freya grabbed the black trash bag of bloody clothes so that it didn’t get discovered in the event my car was searched. The couple didn’t think anything of the bag, gladly tossing it in their trunk for the trek. 
 
    The woman offered me the front seat, so I accepted the spot and also asked if either of them would consider selling me their phone for two thousand. 
 
    They thought that price was a little much, but I told them I really wanted to pay them back for the ride too. 
 
    In the end, the man handed me his phone, and I took out his personal microchip – which had all the backup data – and inserted my own, hoping desperately my chip wasn’t fried too. The phone itself was basically just a large monitor for the small storage system. 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief when my familiar lock screen loaded. It was currently a picture from our vacation of Lily and Freya hugging in their FRIL bikinis, their faces squished together for a selfie, both with huge grins that always forced a smile out of me. 
 
    I allowed my thumb to be scanned to unlock the new used phone, before opening up one of my banking apps and activating the wire transfer function. The woman did the same on her phone, for her own account, and I transferred the two-thousand like promised. 
 
    I then began pooling all my money into one account until I had a hundred and seventy thousand in my checking account – thirty thousand short of what we needed. I grimaced as I tried to think of how I might come up with an extra thirty thousand on such short notice. I had so much money in various investments, but I couldn’t easily cash in on any of it. Certainly not fast enough that it would help Lily out. I never thought I’d need so much liquid cash at one time. 
 
    Abruptly, Freya tapped me on the shoulder, and held out her hand for my phone. I gave it to her without hesitation, trying to appear relaxed on the outside so the middle-aged couple didn’t think we were being overly suspicious. 
 
    About ten minutes later, Freya handed it back to me – three-hundred and ten thousand displayed on the screen. 
 
    I tried not to gawk, wondering how she had made the transfer, since our accounts weren’t linked. Did she have her account number memorized? She would have to in order to use the wire transfer without her own functioning phone. 
 
    However, after a moment, I realized that the most recent deposit was actually a hundred and sixty thousand, which didn’t add up to the current amount – the total should have been three-thirty, not three-ten. 
 
    And that’s when I realized I wasn’t looking at my account. 
 
    I checked the details to see that it was a joint account with mine and Freya’s names on it. Freya had just transferred the majority of the funds from my other account into this one, bringing the total up to its current balance with her money, likely making sure we didn’t run into any problems with extra fees, or them raising the bail on us without warning. 
 
    Not having known we had a joint bank account together, I knew I must have signed something at some point to authorize it. 
 
    My mistake for not reading the fine print. I wondered what else I had signed without really asking her. When she had me sign the contract to be a joint partner in her business, I just took her word for it. Was this part of the agreement? 
 
    Not that I minded at all. I liked having a joint account with her. 
 
    I reached out with an astral limb and gently wrapped it around her hand, squeezing her as I might do with my physical fingers. She squeezed back, a small smile playing on her lips. 
 
    The rest of the trip was uneventful as we all made small-talk with our chauffeurs. They dropped us off at Freya’s place without incident and we climbed into her orange convertible to make the last trek to the police station. She had a spare phone in her car, so I switched out the microchips for her on the way there. I then decided to call the place up, wanting to make sure they hadn’t moved Lily, but I couldn’t seem to get anyone on the phone. At one point, someone finally answered, only to ask me to hold. 
 
    They never picked back up, so I finally just disconnected the call once we pulled into the police station. 
 
    Freya agreed to stay in the car with Rose, since we didn’t want to risk anyone seeing her for now. Not to mention, it might seem odd if Lily reacted to seeing the little girl for the first time. 
 
    I walked in to the unimpressive lobby, finding a receptionist behind bullet-proof glass working on her computer, her eyes glued to the screen. Every few seconds, she swiped at the air to her right, likely using her nanochip infused contacts to augment her computer screen with an extra couple of displays. The nanochips could only handle showing so much information though, which is why regular monitors were still necessary. 
 
    The woman was shocked when I wanted to pay Lily’s bail, but not for the reasons I was expecting. 
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” she exclaimed seriously. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Because she’s my fiancé,” I replied in a firm tone. “And she’s innocent of whatever she’s being charged of.” 
 
    The woman scoffed. “Whatever. I say lock her up. Someone that dangerous shouldn’t be allowed to–” 
 
    “Can I just pay the bail?” I snapped. I couldn’t believe she was even allowed to say something like that. I already began wondering if I could get her in trouble with her supervisor, but doubted it would go anywhere since it was her word against mine – not unless she had other complaints against her. 
 
    She probably did, but in the end I didn’t want to waste any time on this woman. I just wanted to pick up Lily and get out of this place. 
 
    The woman didn’t respond to me, and instead went back to typing on her computer. I assumed she was pulling up the information regarding Lily’s bail, so I was surprised when her gaze snapped towards me again like I was an annoyance. 
 
    “Was there something else?” she demanded. 
 
    I stared at her evenly. “You mean other than paying for Lily Dodson’s bail?” 
 
    She nodded with a straight face. 
 
    “Just that,” I said between my teeth, not liking her haughty expression. 
 
    “Then have a seat,” she snapped. “I’ll call you when I’m ready.” 
 
    I continued to stare at her, not budging an inch. It was a good thing I didn’t have Lily’s superpower, because I’d definitely be bursting into flames right now. Honestly, thinking about it like that, I had a new sense of respect for what Lily had to deal with. 
 
    After a moment, I reached into my pocket to grab my wallet, being fairly certain I had some cash on me. I pulled out two bills – a fifty and a twenty – and slapped them on the counter. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had at the moment that would be untraceable. 
 
    She looked for a moment, genuinely confused, before realization hit her. “Are you trying to bribe me?” she asked in disbelief. “This is a police station.” 
 
    “And you’re not a police officer,” I retorted, glancing over my shoulder anyway to make sure the coast was clear. “Consider it a tip,” I added. “For expediting the process despite your busy work schedule.” 
 
    The woman chewed on the inside of her cheek for just a moment, before lowering her voice. “Take it back, fold it up, get your phone ready for the transfer, and then hand the money and phone to me at the same time.” 
 
    I saw in my second-sight that there was a camera trained on her desk, so I tried to look frustrated while I yanked the money off the counter and began working on my phone down by my waist out of sight. I then handed it to her, with the money folded underneath. She accepted it through the opening in the bullet-proof glass, and discretely slid the money underneath her own phone on the counter. 
 
    “It will take just a minute,” she added sincerely, her attitude having softened significantly. “I’ll transfer the assets right away, but the system needs ten minutes to verify the transfer.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s fine. Is there anyway I can see her, or at least let her know I’m here?” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips and was silent for a moment. She then grabbed my phone, which still displayed the wire transfer screen, and tapped it to the edge of her monitor. She handed me back the phone, and I scanned my thumb to verify the amount again, followed by an optical scan as well – extra security for transferring such a large amount of money. 
 
    The woman then dialed a four-digit number on an office phone, but answered using an earpiece hidden behind her hair. 
 
    “Lily Dodson’s bail has been paid,” she began. “Please have her sign the release agreement and let her know that…” She paused to glance at the computer screen a second time, probably looking at the name associated with the transaction for the first time. “…Sampson Archer is here to pick her up.” She paused again while the person on the other line spoke. “Yes,” she replied. “Yes, I know,” she agreed. “No, that’s fine. Thanks.” 
 
    She disconnected the call, meeting my gaze. Her voice was firm again. “That’s the best I can do. Please have a seat and they’ll bring her out in a while. Might be up to an hour before she’s officially released.” 
 
    I knew the situation was truly out of her hands now, so there was nothing more I could do except wait. At least she was honest about how long it might take. I messaged Freya to let her know, wanting to be here when Lily came down the hall. I focused my second-sight in an attempt to find her in the building, but I couldn’t seem to figure out where they had put her. I suspected she must be out of my reach to see. 
 
    Unlike my normal eyesight, which could view the setting sun without a problem, my second-sight was much more limited. While it did have the benefit of allowing me to be generally aware of my surroundings in all directions, and while I could focus it to reach further out, I still couldn’t see past a certain distance. I had never measured ‘how far’ before, but I suspected the distance I could reach my invisible appendages and the maximum reach of my second-sight were intricately connected – likely they were the same. 
 
    When I finally caught sight of her about thirty minutes later, she was dressed in jeans and a red blouse, being escorted down the hall by a guy that looked kind of familiar, but I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t focus on that for long though, because Lily was crying. Or at least had been just recently. Her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks soaked with tears. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was tears of joy, relief, or something else. To be honest, it looked like she was genuinely upset. 
 
    When she finally came through the double doors at the end of the hallway leading to the lobby, with her obnoxious escort making a show of opening the door for her, Lily’s face contorted in grief when she saw me. Without hesitation, she bolted down the hall, running into my open arms. 
 
    Her body was burning up, almost to the point of scalding my skin, which meant she was more than just sad. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked seriously, trying to pull away slightly to look her in the eyes. 
 
    She pulled tightly against my chest and sobbed. “Oh Sam,” she sobbed again. “They lost my necklace.” 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    It was just one stupid thing after another. I was done with everyone’s shit for the day. 
 
    I never had a problem with the police, and in fact I appreciated their service to the community – after all, they existed primarily to keep everyone safe. But these people were really tainting my views right now. Lily hadn’t even been here for a full day, and they had already misplaced her stuff? 
 
    And jewelry at that? 
 
    There was no way this was an accident. I knew I could probably file a complaint and get the state to reimburse the cost of the engagement necklace, not to mention it wouldn’t be too difficult to have another one made, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
    I automatically began searching for the necklace with my second-sight, knowing I probably wouldn’t find it, but I tried anyway. 
 
    Thus, I was shocked when I discovered it was much closer than I expected. 
 
    I finally met the gaze of the man who had escorted Lily, seeing him leaning against the wall with a scowl on his face. When he saw my pissed look, his own expression darkened. 
 
    “Do you have a problem?” he snapped before I could say anything, his green eyes as hard as steel. 
 
    I felt Lily flinch in my arms when the man spoke, looking up at me in shock to see that I was holding his gaze. She was obviously afraid, and I didn’t like that. Not at all. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” I snapped back. “Why in the hell do you have my fiancé’s necklace?” I demanded. He only stared at me in response, seemingly in disbelief for a moment, before I quickly continued. “Left back pocket. It’s a pink sapphire set in a gold pendant, attached to a black band.” 
 
    The guy continued to stare without saying a word for a few seconds. 
 
    Lily gawked at me as well, before slowly turning her head to look over her shoulder at him. “You have my necklace?” she finally asked in disbelief. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the guy’s demeanor changed, a warm smile touching his face. “You know what,” he laughed. “I forgot that I grabbed it for you to make sure it didn’t get lost. Silly me, I can’t believe it slipped my mind.” He chuckled as he began reaching in his pockets, checking the front first, before going for where I knew it was. “Yep, here it is. You would have gotten it back either way though,” he continued. “I always empty my pockets before I take my pants off. I would have realized sooner or later and returned it to you.” He then held the necklace out towards us by the strap, with the pendant showing, but didn’t make any movement to leave his spot against the wall. “Here,” he added, as if expecting Lily to come get it. He was certainly looking at her, completely ignoring me now. 
 
    I glared at him as I carefully slipped out of Lily’s arms wrapped tightly around my waist, before making my way towards the guy at an aggressive pace. His expression darkened again as I walked right up to him. 
 
    He was exceptionally muscular, but I was fairly well-built myself. However, I was a little surprised to discover that this guy was so much taller than me, because I definitely wasn’t short. My eyes were only at chin level, indicating that this man was just a beast in all respects. No doubt he had lived his entire life as an alpha male, and not the kind with a backbone, but the kind who was just an arrogant asshole. 
 
    Much to my surprise, he didn’t move his hand away from me, or otherwise indicate he was going to try to keep the necklace out of my reach. 
 
    I held out my hand with a hard stare. “Well?” I demanded after a moment, spite filling my tone. “Give me the necklace.” 
 
    He scoffed. “Do you even know who the hell I am, little boy?” he snapped back. 
 
    I almost laughed at that, though it was a hateful amusement. 
 
    Who did he think he was calling a little boy? I was easily more than five times this guy’s age. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn who you are,” I hissed menacingly. “Give me the necklace. Or do you want me to report you for theft?” 
 
    He laughed at that, a humorless bark. “I’ll give it to Lily,” he retorted. “It belongs to her after all.” 
 
    I was done with this bastard’s bullshit. 
 
    In a flash, I went for the necklace, unsurprised when his hand didn’t budge an inch – no doubt, he must be stronger than a normal person to have that kind of confidence. Thus, I used my unique power too. 
 
    The very instant my fingers wrapped around the pendant, I discretely slipped an astral projection into the crevice of his hand, creating an unnoticeable barrier between the FRIL band and his skin, allowing for it to slide out effortlessly with a small tug. 
 
    He didn’t even notice that the necklace was missing from his fingers, at least not until I spun around and began walking back down the hall. “Actually,” I retorted, holding it up over my shoulder. “The necklace belongs to me…” I paused as I continued walking, enjoying the satisfying shocked expression on his face. It was obvious that he sincerely didn’t think I’d be able to pull it out of his hand. I then raised my voice as I continued. 
 
    “As does Lily,” I added. “She belongs to me as well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9: The Guilt of Our Sins 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton curled over the toilet as her body heaved, her insides contorting like they were being wrung dry. She coughed violently, a fire burning in her throat and mouth as she choked on bile. Her arms shook as she tried to hold herself in place over the porcelain bowl. 
 
    She felt miserable. 
 
    But she believed that she deserved to feel miserable. 
 
    Guilt clawed around in her gut, eating her away as she heaved again. She couldn’t take it anymore. She couldn’t put up with the horrors she was forced to do. And yet, she had no escape. No way out. Even killing herself wasn’t an option at this point, because of her sister’s life being on the line. 
 
    She had signed up to be a superhero to save people. 
 
    And now she was the one killing them, all because she didn’t have the strength to defend herself, or the power to protect her sister. 
 
    There was no escape. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Lexi heard the front door to the mansion slam shut. She doubted Blaze had actually slammed it though. Because, if he had, then the door wouldn’t have remained on its hinges. Nevertheless, panic gripped her chest at the announcement of his arrival, spurring her to action. She jumped up from the floor, her hands trembling violently as she began brushing her teeth to hide the smell of vomit. She then ran a brush through her blonde hair, and gave herself a once-over in the mirror to make sure she was presentable. 
 
    Even as she tried a fake smile, her naturally purple eyes couldn’t conceal her defeated spirit. She needed to try harder, she had to think happy thoughts, she had to continue the façade. Blaze knew she was unhappy – he relished in it – but he wouldn’t tolerate her wearing her feelings for anyone else to see. That much he had made clear on multiple occasions. 
 
    But she didn’t have many happy thoughts to distract her from reality. 
 
    Part of her hoped desperately that Blaze was alone, and another part hoped he wasn’t. In the latter case, at least she might have a reprieve from his attention for the evening. But if he wasn’t alone then she felt horrible for the poor girl who might have been foolish enough to return home with him. 
 
    Not that the stranger would ever know what had happened to her. Blaze would keep her drugged until she could be healed after he was finished ravishing her body. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lexi was never granted that courtesy, causing her to always feel wrenched in two when another woman came back to the mansion. Her options were always either soul-crushing guilt or bone shattering pain, both of which had slowly worn her down to her current miserable state. 
 
    This was hell. 
 
    Truly, a living hell. 
 
    Lexi exited the master bathroom, which was extravagant and luxurious by anyone’s standards, and put on a welcoming mask as Blaze walked through the wide doorway to the massive bedroom on the second floor.  
 
    He glowered at her, sparking a pang of fear to stab through her heart. She almost let the mask slip – almost let her fear show. 
 
    “Welcome home honey,” she said in a cheerful voice. “How was your day?” 
 
    “You’re staying with your sister tonight,” he snapped abruptly, his tone sinister. “Or else I might break your neck to alleviate some frustration.” 
 
    Lexi couldn’t hide it anymore. The terror slipped, and she nodded hesitantly in agreement, beginning to visibly tremble. She wanted to obey him immediately, but even despite his words, he continued to block the only exit to the large room. As he stood there, towering higher than most men, she saw him debating whether or not he was really going to let her leave after all. 
 
    Her pulse spiked, her heart racing as she attempted a verbal response. “Of course,” she choked out, sounding hoarse. She barely had any volume in her voice. “M-Maybe a hot shower might help in the meantime,” she suggested, slowly easing away from the bathroom door. 
 
    He continued to glare at her, before nodding slowly, taking a step in that direction. 
 
    Lexi thought her knees were going to buckle when he passed her, and she was fairly certain she almost pissed her pants as her body attempted the most primal of self-defenses. 
 
    After all, being soaked in piss or feces reduced the chances of being assaulted. 
 
    The moment he was out of sight, she fled. 
 
    As quietly as she could manage, she bolted out of the room and down the stairs to the first floor. She didn’t grab anything to take with her, not even her phone. All she cared about was getting the hell out of there, terrified that Blaze might change his mind about letting her leave. 
 
    Once she got outside, she jumped into her crimson Ferrari, making it halfway in the vehicle before something warm snagged her arm and halted her in her tracks. 
 
    Her heart almost burst from her chest, her pulse pounding in her ears, pangs of terror stabbing throughout her body. 
 
    Blaze’s voice was pleasant and friendly as his grip tightened around her forearm. “Since you’re going to be staying with your sister tonight,” he said in a charming tone. “We should make the trip count.” 
 
    Lexi’s eyes widened, staring at his cold gaze. “Please no,” she begged desperately, her jaw trembling. “Blaze, no–” 
 
    She shrieked in agony as her forearm split in two, the bone crushed under the strength of his fingers. He then roughly shoved her in the Ferrari and commanded the AI to take her to where her sister was secretly being held prisoner. 
 
    Blaze wasn’t worried about the AI calling any emergency services, despite the broken arm, because he had long since disabled that feature in Lexi’s car. 
 
    The Ferrari began driving on autopilot without incident. 
 
    Lexi screamed the entire way. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    I held Lily in my arms as I leaned against the bedframe of her super-sized bed, which was two sizes larger than a king. Her latex sheets crinkled underneath whenever either of us readjusted ourselves. I was wearing regular gym shorts, having Lily’s cheek pressed against my bare chest, her gaze trained on her hand resting on my muscled pec. One of her legs was wrapped around mine, her silky-smooth skin warm against my own. She was dressed in one of her FRIL nightgowns, the silver latex heavily wrinkled along her curved side, with the gown pulled taut around her chest. The ceiling light reflected off the metallic-appearing material, creating an alluring shine. It was certainly a sharp contrast against her purple FRIL sheets. 
 
    My hair was still a little damp from our recent shower together, but Lily was completely dry, having heated up her body to remove all the moisture. Nothing sexual had happened in the shower though – certainly not after a day like this. I had spent most of the time either holding her or massaging her shoulders. Our nakedness together seemed to comfort her more than anything. 
 
    Considering the hectic day, everything was perfect about this moment…except for the black house arrest bracelet on Lily’s ankle. Apparently, even though she had posted bail, the ankle monitor was part of her release agreement until her first court date to determine if the case against her would go to trial. Lily wasn’t allowed to travel more than a half mile away from her home, as determined by the GPS system, which meant she couldn’t go to work either for the next month. 
 
    If the ridiculously high bail wasn’t indication enough, the house arrest basically confirmed Freya’s suspicion about them taking legal actions under the James Willard Act. 
 
    It was just problem after problem with this stupid situation. 
 
    And even though we were at Lily’s place now, she was still exceptionally stressed over everything that had happened, as well as all that was to come. Her uncertain future was especially weighing heavy on her mind, since we had no idea yet what evidence they had on Lily that prompted the arrest. The state prosecutor would be sending over the information, as legally required, once we gave them the contact details of our lawyer – which we didn’t even have yet, since no one had returned Freya’s calls. 
 
    Granted, that was to be expected. She had only just called the references earlier that evening. They probably wouldn’t get back to her for a few days. Maybe tomorrow if we were lucky. 
 
    Lily sighed heavily against my chest, doing her best to enjoy the snuggling, instead of focusing on all her worry. She had been excited to meet the little clone of Freya, and she had managed to momentarily put off her distress while interacting with her, but now it had all caught up again. 
 
    Freya was in the living room with Rose, getting her situated on Lily’s FRIL couch for the night. And that was another issue we had to figure out soon – what to do about our living arrangements. For months now, Freya and I had both basically taken up residence at Lily’s place, largely because we wanted to be around each other, and Lily was the only one with a fireproof house. 
 
    Out of our three houses, hers had been the most expensive to build, due to the pricy materials used to construct it. However, her house was also the smallest, only having two bedrooms, one of which was half full of Lily’s workout equipment, including her Minx 9000, which had an acute anti-gravity feature allowing her to run comfortably long distances despite her large chest. 
 
    Which left us with several options on how to handle things long-term. We were definitely going to continue living together, but Lily’s house wasn’t large enough to store all our stuff. In the short term, I suspected we might need to split the fairly spacious guest bedroom into two rooms by erecting a temporary wall, so Rose could have her own space instead of staying on the couch. 
 
    However, long-term we might need to either have a different house built altogether, or else expand the size of this one. It wouldn’t be much of a problem to have contractors rip off the roof and build a second-floor, or just extend the house into the backyard more while keeping it a single-story building. 
 
    In fact, either of those possibilities were valid choices, though Lily’s house would still end up being smaller than either of ours, even with the addition. 
 
    Granted, that was assuming we could keep her out of jail. 
 
    That was also assuming we could keep her alive, especially considering how they handled the James Willard case. 
 
    I didn’t fancy myself a villain, but I could already see the future if that happened. 
 
    Freya and I were both immortal, and while each of us had our own weaknesses – such as me lacking physical strength and speed, while she needed blood to regenerate and survive – together we would be an unstoppable force. 
 
    Killing Lily for the sake of the greater good would unleash upon the world two immortal monsters hell-bent on revenge. In our grief and anger, we would show no mercy. 
 
    I didn’t even want to think about the devastating sorrow I would experience if she died, but I already knew it would take me to dark places. I had already been to really dark places before, with no way to get revenge for my loss. 
 
    But if I had someone to blame for her death… 
 
    I felt Lily’s hand reach up and caress my cheek. I look down at her immediately, my expression apologetic. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she whispered sincerely, her brow furrowed in concern, her orange irises churning slowly. Her engagement necklace was exactly where it belonged now, snug around her neck. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then nodded, leaning down to kiss her on the forehead. No doubt she had seen hatred in my expression, murder in my eyes. 
 
    Lily tilted her chin up and intercepted my kiss with her full lips. I felt her soft and bouncy skin against my own, but made no further effort to deepen the kiss. Just remaining like this was enough, and I didn’t want her to feel obligated to do anything sexual when she wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    After a moment, she pulled away slightly to get a better look at me. Her eyes were filled with sorrow now. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. “Sorry?” I repeated. “For what?” I asked, sincerely confused. 
 
    Her expression pained as she buried her face against my chest. “I feel like…” She took a shaky breath. “Like I’ve cheated on you.” 
 
    I gawked at her in disbelief, trying to pull away to get a better look of her face, but she was intent on hiding now. “Cheat on me? But that’s not even possible…right? I mean…” My heartrate picked up as I tried to grasp for words. “I mean, what did you do that makes you feel that way?” I finally managed. 
 
    “Blaze saw me naked,” she choked out. 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply, processing that. On the way home, I had finally decided to ask who the bastard was. Although, his name didn’t ring a bell on its own, other than sounding familiar. But, once she explained who he actually was, I finally got it. No wonder he looked familiar. I had probably seen his face a lot of times in passing, only to ignore whatever advertisement or interview was broadcasting his fame. 
 
    When I didn’t respond, Lily quickly continued. “I tried to make him leave, but he refused. It was when they were doing the strip search…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    My skin was becoming wet from her tears. 
 
    “Did he actually touch you?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    She shook her head, keeping her face hidden. Her fingers had a bundle of my shorts tight in her grip. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then reached up to run my fingers through her blonde hair. While I was certainly irritated, I wasn’t about to take out my frustration on her. Even if he had touched her, it wasn’t her fault, especially with a guy like him who she probably couldn’t stop even if she wanted to. After all, that was the exact reason why they had called him in. 
 
    Lily looked up at me in shock to see that my expression was tender. “Lily, I don’t feel like you’ve cheated on me. You couldn’t help it, you didn’t want it, and really I should be the one apologizing to you.” 
 
    “Apologizing to me?” she repeated in confusion. 
 
    I grimaced. “I mean, the whole Freya situation and everything…I should have told you. I shouldn’t have let it go on like it did…” 
 
    Lily mimicked my deep breath and rested her cheek against my chest again. Her grip had loosened on my shorts, and she had moved her hand to my abs. “Can I be honest with you?” she finally asked after a moment. 
 
    I nodded, continuing to run my fingers through her hair while I held her firmly with my other arm. “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    “It really hurt my feelings when I found out what was going on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    “Like, it was devastating,” she emphasized. 
 
    I tightened my embrace slightly. 
 
    “I felt betrayed,” she added, her tone quiet and somber. “After all this time, I finally found a guy I loved, and a guy I could actually have a physical relationship with. And then, after we had been dating for five months, Freya admitted that she’d been…” Her voice trailed off and she sighed heavily. 
 
    We were both quiet for a few minutes before she continued. “I’ve forgiven you both. And I like our relationship how it is now. I like sharing you with her – with my best friend. But I wish it had started off differently.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Well, I know it doesn’t change anything that happened, but I can promise I won’t let something like that happen again. Especially not now, since I have the strength to defend myself.” 
 
    Lily unexpectedly glared at me. “You better not!” she agreed harshly, her irises shifting colors rapidly. “Because now you have two girlfriends that will be jealous! And Freya’s not as forgiving as I am!” 
 
    “Shh!” I responded, glancing at the door. “Rose is going to hear you.” 
 
    Lily lowered her voice, but kept up her glare. “Seriously Sam. Don’t betray me like that again.” 
 
    I grimaced and looked away. 
 
    Lily continued, her tone becoming slightly more somber. “I mean, how would you feel if I did that?” she asked quietly. “I used to be a model Sam. I could probably have my pick of any guy I wanted. And yeah, I know I still have the issue of exploding into flames sometimes, but I’m getting better at it.” She hesitated briefly, realizing she was coming off wrong. “But that doesn’t matter, because even if I can learn to fully control my superpower, I’ll still choose you.” 
 
    I nodded somberly, meeting her gaze again as I reached up to gently touch her engagement necklace. “Well, I hope you’re not just marrying me because I’m your only option right now,” I teased quietly. 
 
    She covered my hand with her own against her neck. “Sam, I love you. That’s why I’m marrying you. Even if I didn’t have my fire holding me back, you’re still the only choice. That’s what it means to be married. It’s a commitment to one person.” She abruptly pursed her lips. “Well, maybe two in your case,” she corrected herself. “But just me and Freya!” she added. “And that’s only because we’re both okay with it.” 
 
    “Do you really think this is how it would have turned out?” I wondered abruptly. 
 
    Lily looked at me in surprise. 
 
    “I’m not trying to validate what happened,” I quickly clarified. “I know it was wrong, but…” My voice trailed off. I honestly didn’t have an answer. Only Lily did. 
 
    She took a deep breath and then stared at the wall for a minute before responding. Her voice was quiet when she spoke again. “Didn’t you ever wonder why I neglected to tell Freya about you until we had been together for almost half a year?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    “I knew the implications of your ability,” she whispered. “I knew Freya might have a chance at a normal relationship with you too. And I was afraid you would leave me for her, because you could have sex with her, whereas all I ever did was cause you pain. I was afraid you’d stop trying.” Her eyes became pained. “I mean, after the first week, I was sure you would give up. And then by the time we hit the first month…” She took a deep breath. “But you didn’t give up. I didn’t understand why – no one is worth that much agonizing pain.” 
 
    “You are,” I responded quietly. 
 
    She gave me a sad smile before continuing. “I’m not sure I would have done the same for you,” she admitted with a somber tone. “Maybe now I might to protect you, but probably not for sex.” Her voice lowered even more. “Although, I’m sure Freya would have gone that far for you.” 
 
    I attempted a retort. “But we’re…” My voice trailed off. 
 
    “Immortal?” she guessed for me, glancing up to meet my gaze. 
 
    I sighed. “I was going to say different. We view pain differently. Being severely injured isn’t permanent for us, and the pain isn’t permanent either.” 
 
    She nodded slowly but didn’t respond, returning her gaze to the wall. 
 
    I decided to move the conversation back on track, to get her mind off that particular subject. 
 
    “So you waited until we were successfully having sex before telling her,” I commented. I had already assumed that Freya knowing about it occurred soon after, because we had sex for the first time on March 8 and she kidnapped me about two weeks later on March 21 – Lily’s birthday. 
 
    Lily nodded slowly. “I waited a few days to make sure it wasn’t just a fluke. But when we had sex the day after that, and then the next day too…” She sighed. “I was so excited, I had to tell someone.” She paused for a few minutes before continuing, as if considering her own thoughts. 
 
    “And?” I finally prompted her. 
 
    She looked up at me for a moment. “And I had already thought about it,” she admitted. “Although, I hadn’t decided I really wanted to do it. And I was afraid it might turn into you two pressuring me into having a threesome, which I really didn’t want to do.” She sighed. “Once we were finally having sex and the worry of Freya stealing you away from me had lifted some, I began wondering if we could make it work out for her too.” She grimaced then at her next thought. “Granted, when we finally talked about it, she reassured me that I could have you to myself while I was still alive. So, I became satisfied with that idea, since Freya seemed okay with it.” 
 
    Lily paused again as she took a deep breath, lifting her chin to meet my gaze and hold it this time. “Why do you think I was the one to suggest she watch?” Lily wondered. “When we decided to do the fashion show, Freya hinted that she wanted to watch us have sex. Which I guess you already knew since you could see her hiding. But that’s when I realized Freya wasn’t satisfied with waiting, despite what she had said.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, but didn’t comment. 
 
    “So I agreed to it,” she admitted. “Although, then I ended up being the one to watch you two have sex, which I hadn’t really mentally prepared myself for.” She scoffed then. “It was my fault though. I was horny, and watching her screw you turned me on even more at the time.” Her voice lowered. “But I felt horrible afterwards, especially since it felt like it was finally happening – I felt like she was stealing you away.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, pretty much knowing the rest of the story, since we had talked about it. I decided to make sure I understood what she was implying. “So, if Freya had just talked to you about it, and didn’t lie about being willing to wait, then you would have had an honest conversation with her that would have led to this point. Sound about right?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “And without all the facesitting,” she added. “If we had just talked about the situation and agreed on how it was going to work, then I wouldn’t have cared what you two did in your private time together. But doing it without my permission…” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” I repeated, knowing all the apologies in the world wouldn’t make up for it. Nevertheless, she had found it in her heart to forgive us anyway. 
 
    “I forgive you,” she whispered, as if she had read my thoughts. Her voice became more firm. “Just don’t do it again. I don’t think I can forgive you a second time, even if you’re my only option right now.” 
 
    I nodded again, leaning down to kiss her on the forehead apologetically. She intercepted my lips again with her own, and this time I deepened the kiss, seeing in her orange eyes that she wanted it. Granted, I really wasn’t expecting anything from her tonight, so she surprised me when she reached down and began feeling in between my legs, grinning against my lips as she felt me react to her touch. 
 
    I reached up and grabbed a handful of her latex clad chest, rubbing my fingertips against the slick shiny material before squeezing firmly. After a few more seconds, Lily sat up and climbed in my lap, straddling me as she grabbed my face in both hands and forced her warm tongue into my mouth. The purple sheets crinkled underneath us as we moved. 
 
    I reached around her and ran my hands down the silver FRIL on her back, before gripping her hips firmly and forcing her down against my stomach. She moaned quietly from having the unexpected pressure between her thighs. 
 
    I was thinking about getting my shorts off, but she abruptly pulled away from the kiss and moved her lips to my ear. 
 
    “Do you want to do me a favor?” she asked quietly, passion in her voice. 
 
    I turned my head slightly and kissed her gently by the ear. “Sure,” I agreed. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    Her voice was abruptly more sultry and tantalizing. “I want to sit on your face,” she replied seductively. 
 
    I grinned widely in response, wondering if our recent discussion of it had turned her on. It seemed she and Freya both loved that, and I really couldn’t blame them. Most people loved having oral performed on them. I might have been a little more hesitant to do it so frequently given different circumstances, but their inability to sweat meant they also had zero body odor. Not that it mattered much either way, considering Lily had just showered. But she could probably never shower and still smell like a bed of roses, especially considering her frequently elevated temperature likely killed any bacteria that might cause body odor in the first place. 
 
    And with Freya, her body was just different. I had never once detected a scent on her when she wasn’t wearing perfume – literally nothing. I could at least smell Lily’s skin faintly, which was just a neutral scent. But with Freya? In a strange way, it was like she was the ultimate predator – at least, if she wanted to be. I wondered if even a super with a heightened sense of smell would be able to detect her. She certainly would make for the perfect assassin, even in a world full of supers, capable of being almost completely undetectable. 
 
    When I agreed to Lily’s request, she didn’t waste any time. 
 
    She hiked up her latex nightgown to her waist, and pushed herself off me as I began sliding down the bed. She then promptly straddled my head, plopping down on my chin and squeezing me with her warm thighs. I reached up and grabbed handfuls of her chest, teasing her as I met her gaze staring down at me passionately. 
 
    “Oh Sam…” she moaned, running her fingers through my hair as I went to work. 
 
    Ten minutes later and I finally flipped her over onto her back, staying low as I kissed in between her thighs briefly before finishing the job. She had her knees pressed against her voluptuous chest, her fingers clinging to two fistfuls of my hair, forcing my mouth firmly against her. Once she began getting closer, she wrapped her legs around my head and began forcing my face harder against her pelvis. 
 
    Needless to say, she was very happy once I was done. 
 
    Or I suppose I should say, once she was done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10: A Vampire’s Self-esteem 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – 1 Hour Ago 
 
      
 
    Freya sat on the couch against Rose’s waist, slowly rubbing her hand methodically across the little girl’s small back as she fell asleep. Even though Freya knew her new daughter was used to sleeping alone, she still wanted to give her the comfort’s associated with having a mother, especially after a day like today. 
 
    Rose had appeared to handle the overall ‘events’ of the day well, but it was what Freya had discussed with the little girl that had her worried. 
 
    While they waited for Sam to come back out of the police station with Lily, the pair had found themselves alone in the car for almost an hour. And, knowing what Freya had experienced herself at that age, she decided to share with Rose what awaited her – what adjustments her body had yet to undergo. Because Freya wanted to give Rose what she herself didn’t have at that age – hope and acceptance. 
 
    Even now, Freya was ashamed of the monster she could become on a whim. And even now, she despised the hideousness of her face whenever she fed. 
 
    There was a reason why she preferred to drink from Sam’s neck, even if she might have been equally fulfilled by biting him in other areas – she didn’t want him to see her face as much as possible while it was so horribly disfigured. 
 
    She knew what that had done to her as a little girl. She knew about the self-loathing that might await little Rose. A self-loathing that far surpassed a normal lack of self-esteem. 
 
    To dislike oneself was one thing. 
 
    To hate oneself to the point of earnestly seeking out death, and failing miserably with repeated attempts, was something else entirely. Freya discovered she was immortal long before she reached an age when it became obvious. Not even starvation could kill her, and seeing Rose in that agonizing state only served to remind her of darker times in her life. 
 
    Freya was ashamed of who she once was. In fact, she was ashamed of who she had been most of her life. She was even ashamed of the woman she had been, up until she had met Sam – the man who showed her that she could be sincerely loved even despite what she was. The man who had the power to not die, so that he could forgive her for almost killing him repeatedly. The man who was willing to forgive her, even despite all she had done. 
 
    Freya could be that for Rose – show her love, affection, and forgiveness no matter the mistakes she made. 
 
    And as her mother, she would be that for Rose. 
 
    She would be the stability in Rose’s life that she herself never had until now. She would send her daughter down a different path. One of hope and love and belonging. 
 
    So, in order to send her down that different path, she explained to her daughter her own past, sharing with her some of her darkest secrets, so that Rose would know that no matter what she did, she would always be loved. 
 
    Always. 
 
    No matter what. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    Once Rose was asleep, Freya slowly stood from the couch and made her way into the kitchen to grab her phone. She had no expectations that either of the lawyers would have returned her call, but she wanted to check anyway just in case. She really didn’t know what to do about Lily’s situation, other than what she had done all her life – run. 
 
    Part of her just wanted to grab Lily and run. 
 
    But having the three of them on the run was more difficult than herself alone, not to mention that they now had Rose in their life. And what was worse – Lily wasn’t immortal, which meant she would never have a chance at a normal life if they had to disappear for a century. 
 
    She didn’t want that life for Rose while she was so young, and she didn’t want Lily’s only life to be wasted on hiding from the world. It was stressful enough knowing that Lily was going to die one day, especially since Freya had transfixed on her – an unrelenting obsession that threatened to break Freya’s spirit and shatter her soul when the object of her love disappeared forever. 
 
    But now this – a best case of being forced to stay away from Lily while she resided in prison, and a worst case of them stealing away her life with a bullet to the head. 
 
    Neither option she liked in the slightest. 
 
    Freya gently clutched her phone in her thin fingers, careful not to break it as her frustration seeped through her otherwise controlled composure, and made her way down the hallway to the master bedroom. 
 
    Due to the unique material used to construct Lily’s house, the walls were exceptionally difficult to hear through, even for someone like her with heightened hearing. Thus, she didn’t notice the commotion going on in Lily’s room until she silently cracked open the door to peer inside. 
 
    Lily was on her back with her legs wrapped around Sam’s head, with him positioned below her as he serviced the hot model ceaselessly. Lily had a handful of his dark brown hair in one hand, while her other hand gripped at her purple latex sheets tightly as she neared her climax. All of Freya’s earlier concerns swept away while she listened to Lily’s low moans and pleading, those sounds becoming her sole focus as she watched the scene play out before her. 
 
    She was well accustomed to watching the two of them enjoy each other, but she didn’t want to make her presence known since she suspected they might occasionally enjoy time by themselves – especially Lily. Therefore, she would instead remain a hidden observer behind the cracked door. 
 
    However, as Freya ran her fingers across her toned milky stomach and slid them into her shorts, her jaw popped unexpectedly, pulling her sharply away from her growing passion. 
 
    The last thing she wanted to do was become horny and walk into the room with a hideous face after Lily had climaxed. 
 
    Whenever they enjoyed such times together, Freya always got that part out of the way first, so that she could watch and participate without being self-conscious of the banes of her superpower. But she had no outlet for her bloodlust right now, which meant she couldn’t risk getting horny without ruining their moment. 
 
    Feeling defeated and ashamed, Freya slid away from the door and returned to the kitchen. As she neared the refrigerator, she stopped abruptly when she noticed that Lily had already uploaded some of their vacation photos to the fridge’s touchscreen. 
 
    Currently, a picture that Freya had taken of the three of them was displayed. It was a selfie she had snapped just after Sam had grabbed Lily and pulled her into the shot. She absolutely loved the grin on Sam’s face, especially the way his eyes sparkled, and the adorable look of surprise in Lily’s expression made her fall in love with the two of them all over again. 
 
    But did she really love them? 
 
    Tentatively, Freya held up her hand to hide her own face from her sight, wondering if they might be happier if she hadn’t intruded on their relationship. Even despite her obsession with both of them, she had been quite selfish in obtaining her own desires. And yet, now her obsession had transformed into something more – something stronger. 
 
    If dying were possible for her, she would gladly sacrifice herself for either of them. 
 
    But did she really love them? 
 
    Would she do what was best for them, even at her own expense? Even at the price of her own happiness? 
 
    As Freya continued to hide her own face in the image with her extended hand, the picture changed in a random order, showing the one she had taken of Sam and Lily just after he proposed. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she dropped her hand, no longer needing to hide her face. It was as if the universe had done it for her. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    June 14, 2734 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    After Lily orgasmed, she halfheartedly offered to let me screw her, but I politely declined. It had been a rough day for her, and I wanted to give without getting anything in return. Not to mention she seemed fairly exhausted after having all her stress released in a climax of pleasure. 
 
    I certainly wasn’t surprised that she didn’t offer to return the same favor I had done on her. 
 
    Unlike Freya, who was a little kinky and wanted to try everything, Lily was the exact opposite. She initially thought it was something she would like. But after trying it one time, she had zero interest in going down on me, and was thankful that I didn’t mind. 
 
    And I honestly didn’t mind. 
 
    Even before Freya entered the picture, I didn’t have a problem with Lily wanting to stick to more vanilla sex. Granted, Freya had done a lot to encourage her to try new things, but that was one preference Lily wasn’t likely to change anytime soon. 
 
    Seeing that Lily wasn’t going to press the issue, her eyes remained closed as her mind appeared to drift towards sleep. I gazed at her relaxed form with contentment for a few seconds, watching the light play off the silver FRIL on her chest as it slowly rose and fell with her breathing. Her gold hair was strewn everywhere against the latex sheets despite the fact that they hadn’t really done a lot of moving around. Her orange eyes were hidden from my own, but I could see with my second-sight that her churning irises had almost come to a complete halt. 
 
    After a moment, I turned off the light and rinsed my face off in the bathroom. By the time I made it back to bed, Lily was sound asleep. 
 
    Curious about how Freya was doing with Rose, I focused my sight to see Rose’s sleeping form in the living room, her body and face relaxed, her lips slightly parted. She was still wearing the blue shirt and spandex shorts from earlier, since we obviously didn’t have clothes for her to change into. I was sure Lily and Freya both were going to have a blast shopping for cute outfits for the little girl. Although, unfortunately Lily might have to wait due to the house arrest. 
 
    I was expecting to find Freya with Rose, so when she wasn’t in the living room, I focused my second-sight out further and found Freya in the kitchen sitting at the table. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the sight. 
 
    Because she was silently crying, her hand resting against her forehead, her elbow on the table. 
 
    And I had only seen Freya cry two other times, when I had first shown her affection and when she had seen my haunting memories, this time being more like the latter of the two. Those weren’t tears of joy or disbelief or shock. Those were tears of grief. 
 
    I immediately made my way to the door to go to her, but then hesitated when I focused on Rose again. Because I didn’t have a shirt on, and while I doubted Rose would wake up anytime soon, I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable if she did stir. After all, this was her home now too, and I wanted her to feel comfortable here. 
 
    After throwing on a random shirt, I opened the door and crept down the hallway. Freya heard me coming, prompting her to abruptly sit up straight and wipe her face. 
 
    When I appeared around the corner, she gave me a weak smile. “How’s Lily?” she asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    I didn’t answer her right away though. Instead, I stopped just in front of her and got down on my knees, sliding her chair to the side so that I could get in front of her. Freya immediately opened up her knees as I pressed in closer, resting my head against her chest while I wrapped my arms around her waist. She wrapped her arms loosely around my head in response. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered simply, worry in my tone. 
 
    She must have realized I knew she had been crying, because her eyes filled with tears again as she squeezed my head tighter. Her lips were at the top of my head then, kissing me gently before turning her cheek to rest against my hair. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I finally asked when she didn’t say anything. 
 
    She just shook her head silently, attempting to remain quiet as more tears slipped out of her crimson eyes. 
 
    I sighed heavily in reservation and tightened my embrace. While I certainly knew everyone was different, this was one thing most women seemed to have in common – when they were upset to the point of tears, it was difficult for them to share the reason why. Freya was no different, being much worse about it than Lily was. 
 
    Prying Freya’s secrets out of her was like wrestling a bear. Astral limbs aside, I was probably going to lose ninety-nine percent of the time. Still, I always tried anyway, because sometimes she was willing to give in. 
 
    “I love you,” I repeated, more compassion in my voice this time. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath and sniffled. “I love you too, baby.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she lied. 
 
    I didn’t respond. We both knew she wasn’t telling the truth, and if she didn’t change her answer on her own then I knew she wasn’t going to. She was stubborn like that, which meant the only other thing I could do was try to lighten the mood and get her mind off whatever was bothering her. Besides, it was easy to assume that the reason she was upset was because of the situation with Lily getting arrested. I couldn’t imagine what else it might be. 
 
    Feeling mischievous, I turned my head to nuzzle against her chest more, positioning my mouth against her right breast. Then, as fast as I could manage, I got my teeth around part of it and bit down through her bra. 
 
    She gasped and playfully swatted me in the back of the head. “Naughty boy,” she chastised. 
 
    I readjusted my mouth again, and bit her a second time. 
 
    She jerked forward this time, her jaw popping, and then took a deep breath after a moment. 
 
    I looked up at her crimson gaze, her arms forcing my head against her chest, to see that she was looking down at me endearingly. However, there was a hint of hesitation as well. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I whispered. 
 
    She bit her lower lip, drawing my attention to it briefly. “Well, I need to feed if you’re going to keep teasing me.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I replied quietly. “Lily’s asleep so we won’t bother her if you want to head to the bedroom.” Thankfully, Lily was an extremely deep sleeper. Freya and I could pound away right next to her and she wouldn’t wake up. It was part of the reason why I had been surprised to discover that Lily had woken up the time I had pleasured Freya with my astral limbs while Lily was sandwiched in between us. Granted, being unreceptive to sound while asleep was entirely different than being touched. 
 
    Unexpectedly Freya’s brow furrowed as she became slightly pensive. “How…” She paused, staring straight down at my upturned face before continuing. “How can you still be horny…” she finally managed. “After seeing my face?” 
 
    I felt my own brow furrow as I thought about her question, wondering if she was hinting at what was really bothering her. I wasn’t sure why this would suddenly be an issue now though, unless she had just never gotten over it in the first place. “I guess it’s because I love you,” I finally admitted. “It’s true that your face when you’re feeding doesn’t exactly arouse me, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still love you.” 
 
    Her thin black eyebrows knitted together even more, prompting me to take action. I tried pulling away, and she automatically loosened her grip on me, allowing me to stand up. I then silently grabbed her by the hand and led her back down the hallway to the bedroom. I could see her confused expression the entire way. 
 
    Once we got behind the closed door, I pressed her against the wall and held my wrist up to her mouth. Her confusion only increased as she grabbed my wrist and lowered it from her lips. “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “Please?” I replied. “Only you and I can see right now. It’s too dark for Lily’s eyes, so she won’t see if she wakes up.” 
 
    Freya hesitated. “I’d prefer your neck,” she whispered. 
 
    “And you can have it,” I agreed. “But bite my wrist first.” 
 
    After a moment, she sighed and then pressed my arm against her mouth again. It was like she was trying to hide her teeth as her jaw began to pop and widen. However, just before she bit in, I used an astral limb to snatch my arm away, only to grab her warped face in between my hands and lean in for a kiss. 
 
    Much to my surprise, she froze solid as I ran my lips along her jawline, before kissing her gently around the edges of her widened mouth. Her body began trembling as I kissed her on the nose and began running my lips down the other side, planting more kisses along the way. 
 
    I finally pulled away a few seconds later, and held my wrist up to her dagger-like teeth again. “I love you,” I whispered sincerely. “Not just how you look – I love you.” 
 
    Freya just stared at me in disbelief, her red eyes glazing over with tears. 
 
    “You can bring your third eye out too,” I added with a small smile. “I’ll kiss around that as well if you want.” 
 
    Her wide lower jaw began trembling for a moment, before the sadness in her eyes began slowly combining with passion. I automatically tilted my chin up when I saw her eyes flick down towards my neck, and she eagerly went for it without hesitation, reaching her hand down into my shorts to touch me as she gulped from my throat. 
 
    Once she was satisfied, she pulled away and cleaned her lips with her tongue, though it wasn’t really necessary since any blood that touched her body seemed to get absorbed within a matter of seconds. I suspected it might be why she never smelt unpleasant despite her dietary needs. Even her breath was scentless at all times, minus a couple of minutes after she brushed her teeth. But even the minty smell didn’t last long. 
 
    With her hand still down my shorts, she leaned in close to my ear, her tone seductive. “I guess I’m going to have to work on you for a while, since you already screwed Lily.” 
 
    I grinned, turning my head to respond in her ear. “Actually, I didn’t get there, so I’m all yours if you want.” 
 
    She pulled away slightly to gawk at me for a moment, another smile touching her lips. “Well then,” she replied suggestively. “Someone’s been a good boy. I suppose I’ll have to return the favor on Lily’s behalf.” 
 
    “Or I can just pin you down to the bed and service you as well,” I retorted playfully, my astral limbs sliding into place around her wrists and ankles. 
 
    She gasped, before giving me a stern look. “Now, now. Put those toys back,” she demanded. “You’re going to do as I say tonight.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I replied breathlessly, doing as she asked. 
 
    She didn’t waste any time stripping off my clothes and pushing me on the latex covered bed. She then made short work of her own clothing before climbing on top of me and turning around to straddle my head. I got a great view of her butt for a few seconds before she plopped down on my face and began running her hands along my chest and abs. After shifting herself around a few times on my lips, she bent over and began running her tongue along my skin before taking me in her mouth. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed handfuls of her breasts while she rotated her hips in a circular motion over my face. When I climaxed a minute later, she became significantly more aroused, continuing to work on me eagerly as she forced her pelvis against my chin. She followed soon after, but kept me in her mouth to see if she could get me there a second time. 
 
    In the end, she actually had two more orgasms, her moans muffled, before I managed to get there again. She then began kissing me gently, and I returned the favor by turning my head to gently kiss her inner thigh, her warmth pressed up against my cheek. 
 
    Once she was satisfied with the intimate finish, she eased up off of me and turned around, sliding me inside of her and pulling me in an upright position in her arms. She didn’t make any effort to have regular sex though, despite being mounted. 
 
    Instead, she tenderly licked my lips and began kissing me along the jaw, following the same path I had taken when kissing her transfigured mouth. Once she was finished, she wrapped her arms tightly around my head, pulling my cheek against her bare chest, enjoying the intimacy of being connected like this. 
 
    We sat like that for a long time, my hands slowly running up and down the silky skin on her back. After a while, she finally broke the silence, her voice warm and content. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, sounding like there was more to say. After a moment, she took a deep breath, and continued. “Will you do that again?” 
 
    I wasn’t able to pull away to look up at her, so I just tilted my head, seeing her crimson eyes gazing down at me intently. There was a hint of hesitation there too. “Which part?” I wondered. “I don’t think I could get there again,” I clarified. “But I’d be happy to–“ 
 
    She abruptly shook her head, her jaw popping slightly. “No,” she whispered. “Will you kiss me like that again?” she paused. “While my face is ugly,” she clarified. 
 
    I held her gaze for a moment, realizing I had accidentally stumbled upon something extremely important. Without telling me directly, she was letting me in on one of her secrets – allowing me to see her vulnerability. Something like this might seem obvious in hindsight, but Freya had appeared to be fine with her appearance ever since Lily and I had seen her fully transform. Thus, I had no idea this was still something that bothered her. But apparently, both seeing it and accepting her verbally were different than showing her affection while transfigured. 
 
    In her mind, the two must have been entirely different. 
 
    I nodded against her breast, my expression a different kind of passion this time. “Sure,” I agreed. “Whatever you want baby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    11: Trapped by Circumstance 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    July 3, 2734 – 3 Weeks Later – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    Lexi gasped for breath as her broken ribs began resetting. At the same time, her shattered leg unexpectedly spasmed, prompting her to shriek in pain. She felt her sister’s hand tighten on her bare shoulder, knowing tears were silently streaming down her younger sister’s face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Heidi Stockton whispered pleadingly. Her voice broke as she continued. “I’m so sorry, sis.” 
 
    Lexi continued to gasp for breath, unable to respond yet as the mind-breaking pain slowly began to subside. She didn’t even notice how uncomfortable the concrete floor was beneath her. She had barely managed to hobble down the stairs underneath the abandoned warehouse where her twenty-year-old sister was being held prisoner. If Blaze had broken both of Lexi’s legs, then he would have been required to deliver her himself, which likely would have only resulted in more broken bones before her sister got ahold of her. 
 
    Heidi’s regeneration power, which turned months of healing into hours, along with her ability to transfer that supernatural healing to anyone she touched, was the only reason Blaze kept his hands off the younger sister. She was too valuable of an asset to him, and using the older twenty-eight-year-old sister as blackmail was a more effective method of getting the younger to comply. 
 
    Heidi’s sobbed. “I’m so sorry Lexi,” she repeated. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Lexi finally choked out. She could smell something cooking beyond the open door in the back of Heidi’s cell. A meal that had been abandoned when Lexi showed up with several broken bones and ruptured organs. She tried to focus on the pleasant scent, instead of the pain of her torn muscles stitching back together. 
 
    The entrance to the spacious warehouse basement was sealed off with thick metal bars at the bottom of the stairs, with no door for anyone to go in and out thanks to Blaze’s design. He manually bent the bars if he wanted to put someone inside. 
 
    However, beyond the initial bare space, a wooden doorway opened up into a large apartment that had been built and furnished in secrecy many years ago. It was meant to house Blaze’s prisoners – those who were believed to be dead, but who had been secretly ‘rescued’ by the villainous hero. At one point in time, Heidi had a roommate, but Blaze ended up breaking her body too many times since her physical appeal was the only use the monster had for her. 
 
    With no hope of returning to her family, the young woman eventually decided that death was better than this living hell and she took her own life. 
 
    Now Heidi had been living alone for almost two years, and the only reason either of them had maintained the will to continue surviving is because of each other. 
 
    Telling the police wasn’t an option for Lexi. Even if they believed her, there was no prison that could contain him. And there were no supers who could kill him before he killed them. He was just too powerful – too strong, fast, and durable. Granted, it was unlikely the police would believe her anyway, since Blaze was basically a god to them. But even if they did believe her, and even if there was a super who could kill him faster, it still wouldn’t help. 
 
    Because Blaze had a bomb somewhere in the warehouse, and if he didn’t reset the timer every few days, then it would detonate. Between the concrete walls of the basement and the thick metal bars at the entrance, Lexi would never be able to get her sister out in time. Not without a lot of help. 
 
    The bomb was also specifically designed to detonate if Lexi attempted to disable it with her own power. She didn’t know if that last part was really true, but she wasn’t willing to risk her little sister’s life on a slim chance. 
 
    Not to mention, even if they could escape, Blaze would kill Lexi if he found them, and probably torture Heidi indefinitely, knowing she could heal. 
 
    Lexi was one of the few supers she knew who had the power to potentially kill the man who tormented them. But the problem was, he could easily kill her faster. He could kill her in an instant with the literal snap of his fingers, whereas it might take her several minutes to extinguish his life. 
 
    As the last of Lexi’s body healed, she began sobbing, turning over on her side to press her forehead against one of the metal bars. She felt her younger sister’s free hand reach through the bars and settle on her blonde hair, trying to comfort her. 
 
    “You should just run away,” Heidi choked out. 
 
    Lexi couldn’t respond, feeling too defeated to do anything other than cry. Her little sister knew that wasn’t an option anyway. Blaze kept his hands off Heidi so long as Lexi complied with his every demand, but he had proven once that he was willing to hurt her little sister if Lexi didn’t listen. So she had to listen. And she had to stay. 
 
    When Lexi felt something wet drip on her cheek, she knew her sister was silently crying directly over her, her head pressed between the bars, wishing she could do more than just repair Lexi’s broken bones. 
 
    But unfortunately, there wasn’t much that could repair a broken soul. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 3, 2734 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    Rose had nightmares that first night almost three weeks ago. Although, since I never slept, I caught it early before it got too bad. I instinctively wanted to go comfort her, but was concerned she wasn’t familiar enough with me to be receptive to it. So instead, I woke up Freya to let her know. 
 
    I followed Freya out of the bedroom and stood by the entrance of the living room while she sat down next to the whimpering little girl. Freya began rubbing her back soothingly, prompting Rose to gasp and wake up with wide eyes, before she recognized her mother. 
 
    Our daughter then took a deep breath, her gaze focusing on me as she relaxed. She didn’t say anything though as her red eyes slowly closed again. Freya continued to rub her back until she was fast asleep, only to return to bed with me to get back to sleep herself.  
 
    Since Lily was still passed out cold, Freya snuggled up against her back, finding herself between the sleeping beauty and me sitting up on my tablet all night. 
 
    However, I wasn’t watching anime like usual. Instead, I had spent a lot of time checking on the information regarding the car accident, primarily to make sure they hadn’t identified me or Freya. In the end, I did show up on a couple of the videos that had been recording from the other side of the wreckage, but none of them were clear enough to distinguish who I was. Instead, the various bystander photographers had been too focused on the supers running throughout the mangled cars to pull people out. 
 
    Likely, no one on that side had any idea I was involved. 
 
    After all, there was no need to pay attention to a man just standing still while thirty others were running around rescuing victims. However, after all the eye witness reports of my involvement, numerous conspiracy and commentary videos began popping up, circling my distant image, in order to discuss what my superpower might be and how I had managed to hide it. The imperfect system of ability identification was brought up repeatedly, since not everyone was checked by an ability-detecting super, and there was a lot of discussion about what would happen if a villain had that kind of power. 
 
    There were also a lot of people publicly thanking me and Freya both for saving their lives and the lives of their families, but I decided to ignore them after watching a few. I hadn’t done it for praise, and I didn’t want it. 
 
    The only thing I did want, was to remain anonymous. 
 
    So I watched many of the videos to make sure no one had successfully identified either of us, but thankfully no one had yet. In the end, my only lasting concern became the older couple who had given us a ride, hoping they either weren’t paying attention or were smart enough to realize that if we weren’t coming forward then it was because we had no interest in taking credit for our involvement. 
 
    I did find it slightly amusing that people became so heated over what our nicknames should be. 
 
    We had been lamely dubbed ‘the blue couple’ initially by a famous commentator, due to our blue shirts. The nickname quickly got out of hand, largely because everyone hated it, and before long Freya and I were nicknamed Kali and Shiva, respectively, after ancient gods often depicted with blue skin. 
 
    The fact that I had claimed that Freya was my wife at one point partially led to these new nicknames, but my comment on that subject also helped throw them off on discovering our true identities. After all, we weren’t legally married and there was very little documentation to connect our lives together. 
 
    Oddly enough, they had no idea just how appropriate the nickname Kali was for Freya, though I’d never tell her that. I didn’t want her to be offended by the reference, so I kept it to myself. 
 
    I had initially been concerned my Lambo might be a method for them to track me down, but there had been so many vehicles with fried systems that mine just got lost in the shuffle. I wasn’t even going to make a claim on my insurance to avoid anyone knowing. I owned the Lambo outright, so for all they knew I could have sold it to someone else. In my opinion, the money lost was worth remaining anonymous. 
 
    That was the bad thing about becoming famous – once you were famous, it was virtually impossible to become anonymous again – a serious problem for someone immortal. 
 
    Rose continued to need to be woken up every night for the next two weeks to stop her nightmares. However, by that time, I was able to confidently comfort her without worrying about how she would react to me. Sitting next to her on the couch and rubbing her small back while she fell asleep again really reminded me of what it was like to be a father. I knew I had lost something significant when my daughter passed away, but the gaping hole in my soul hadn’t been so obvious after all this time until Rose began slowly repairing it with her innocent smiles and heart-warming hugs. 
 
    For the rest of that first week, we were still technically on vacation, so we all spent every day together at home. 
 
    Freya and I took Rose out just once in order to get some clothes and basic necessities, being forced to leave Lily behind due to the house arrest. I offered to stay behind with her, but she insisted we both go with Rose. However, Freya still made sure to include Lily by having her on a video-call most of the time. 
 
    Rose had really warmed up to us by then and was acting like a normal, bubbly, high-energy little girl. It was nice to see, given her rough life thus far. She regularly gave us all hugs, and was very well behaved, easily playing by herself if someone didn’t offer to entertain her. Lily, however, did offer a lot, especially since they ended up staying home all day together once Freya and I had to return to work. 
 
    As stressful as the legal situation was, it actually worked out well in the sense that Lily was able to be there for Rose all day. Our daughter was definitely too young to stay home alone, and we only realized after the fact that Lily probably would have volunteered to quit her job to stay home with Rose anyway. 
 
    We finally were able to secure a lawyer after about a week, and we discovered what the charges were against Lily, as well as the evidence to support them. 
 
    Really, the state prosecutor’s entire case hinged primarily on one witness who had come forward, claiming to have gotten a good view of the perpetrator. And they identified that perpetrator as a woman with blonde hair and orange eyes, matching Lily’s description well enough for them to arrest her. It also didn’t help that the police claimed to have informed Lily that she was not allowed to leave town for a few months. However, that message was never actually relayed, and so she was made a prime suspect when she ‘fled’ the country a few weeks later. 
 
    Apparently, the police were ready to arrest her the moment we returned from our trip. The only reason they didn’t arrest her at the airport was because of the risk of Lily repeating the warehouse incident and them having another James Willard case on their hands. 
 
    Of course, that was assuming she was guilty. 
 
    Really, the criminal attorney, Mrs. Laura Blackwell, felt the case was borderline based on guilty by suspicion, which was an illegal basis to incriminate a suspect. However, between the James Willard Act and this mysterious witness, the state prosecutor was likely going to convince the judge to approve trial on our July 12th court date. That was only about a week from now. 
 
    At the very least, Mrs. Blackwell felt confident that she could get the other minor charges suspended – we had plenty of proof to show we had gone on a temporary vacation, and she was in the process of finding evidence that the police had neglected to tell Lily she wasn’t to leave town for a few months, including securing the police cruiser’s camera footage, which might have picked up on the conversation. 
 
    All the other charges against her were tied together – either she was guilty of them all, or none. Granted, that wasn’t exactly how it worked, but in essence that was how it would go down. One of the charges was involuntary manslaughter, based on the assumption that she didn’t have control of her ability and the fact that a horribly burnt body had been recovered from the scene. Normally, such a charge wouldn’t warrant the extreme sentencing potentially awaiting Lily if she was found guilty. But again, we had the James Willard Act to thank for that, where involuntary manslaughter could be secretly awarded the death penalty without informing the defendant of the sentencing. 
 
    It was a screwed up world we lived in. 
 
    And the idea that they might ‘free’ Lily, only to kill her shortly after, was enough to make all of us extremely worried. Freya was debating just abandoning our lives if the case went to trial, in order to keep Lily safe, since a ‘not guilty’ verdict could be a false one. 
 
    And we would truly be abandoning our lives, since the government could freeze our assets. 
 
    Mrs. Blackwell was also attempting to find evidence to discredit the witness by combing through the other eye-witness reports and looking for any major inconsistencies. However, there wasn’t much to go on, so for the time being Mrs. Blackwell submitted a list of preliminary questions she wanted the prime witness to answer. Part of the reason for this process was to get everything in writing before the actual trial so that there weren’t any surprises on either side. 
 
    Unlike law TV shows that exaggerated everything for the sake of drama, rarely was either side surprised by any facts or comments being brought up. Instead, the lawyers’ efforts were simply directed towards arguing the case for the sake of convincing the jury. 
 
    By the time the case went to trial, both the prosecutor and defendant would know exactly what arguments were going to be made in advance. 
 
    Mrs. Blackwell also requested the initial arraignment court date be postponed for another month since we were only about a week away and she was still somewhat unprepared. She was confident the judge would approve the postponement, so we were just waiting to find out what the new date might be. It was stressful having it put off, but if we could be prepared enough to avoid trial altogether by having the charges dropped, then that would be ideal. 
 
    Unlikely at this point, thanks to the James Willard Act, but ideal nonetheless. 
 
    I was also concerned about Lily’s case becoming public, but we had avoided that so far too. The warehouse fire might have been big news, and it did show up on a few news outlets, but a villain attack on the other side of the world that occurred a few days later had captured almost everyone’s attention and held it for a few weeks. By the time they arrested Lily, no one was digging into the situation anymore. And now that they had the mysterious Shiva and Kali couple to talk about, as well as a few other incidents that came along later, everyone had all but forgotten about the warehouse fire. So, at least we had a few good things going for us in this stressful mess. 
 
    However, today, we had done our best to push all that worry aside. 
 
    Because today was a very special one. 
 
    It was Rose’s ‘creation date,’ which had served as her birthday all these years. Freya suspected that July 3rd was more like her conception date in a way, but since she wasn’t ‘born’ it was the best date we had to go on. However, that meant she was actually closer to a normal child being seven years old, instead of eight like we were celebrating. Technically, based on how most people calculated age, Rose wouldn’t be eight for another nine months, placing her birthday closer to Lily’s in March. 
 
    But Rose didn’t want to have an artificial birthday made up by us when we asked. To her, July 3rd was her birthday, so we decided to truly treat it as such. 
 
    But at least it explained why Rose appeared to be a year older than when Freya had her first transformation. In reality, Rose was about the same age as Freya had been when she had killed her abusive father. It also explained why she looked a little smaller than I would have expected, being a couple of inches shorter than the average eight-year-old. She was about the perfect height for a seven-year-old though. 
 
    Freya and I had both taken the day off to celebrate. However, despite our exciting plans later that afternoon, we first had a doctor’s appointment for Rose to have her overall health tested, including a DNA test. Lily was at home decorating her house in celebration of Rose’s birthday, while the three of us were on our way to see Dr. Hawthorne. 
 
    He was a private doctor who was aware of Freya’s immortality secret much like Elise had been, though I wasn’t sure he knew everything. Apparently, Dr. Hawthorne’s mother had been Freya’s doctor before him, and when she finally retired, he took over. Granted, it wasn’t like Freya had any blaring medical issues to be concerned about. She simply went in for a yearly checkup, due to being required by her mandated medical insurance, and she also consulted the doctor on various subjects. One such recent subject had been both an evaluation to determine if she could safely have children, as well as tests to determine what oral contraceptives might work best on her. 
 
    Like myself, few drugs affected Freya. She couldn’t get drunk, and the caffeine in coffee did virtually nothing to stimulate her alertness. The latter of which wasn’t a problem, since she was hyperalert most of the time without any extra stimulants. Therefore, it needed to be determined how her body would respond to the various contraceptives available on the market. The doctor had made a good initial choice based on what he knew about her biology, because the first drug he suggested did the job. 
 
    However, unlike a traditional medical professional, Dr. Hawthorne also dabbled in a few other areas, such as forging fake medical records…including birth certificates. In a way, both the illegally obtained birth certificate and citizen ID number would be birthday gifts for Rose, since it would allow her to officially participate in regular society without raising questions when she was older. She might even be able to attend school eventually, but we first needed to hire a private tutor to work on catching her up with everyone else her age. 
 
    Despite some of the shady activities Dr. Hawthorne did on the side, his office was in a reputable part of town. 
 
    Rose had wide eyes as Freya slid her orange convertible into a parking spot. There was an extremely nice park across the street that held her attention. Even though it was a Tuesday, the elaborate playground had a lot of activity since our city didn’t have school during this time of year. 
 
    We could both detect that Rose wanted to play too, so we silently agreed with a nod to take her there after the doctor’s appointment. 
 
    The front office was small and only had enough seating for about ten people. The secretary was friendly, and of course ignorant of the more sensitive details regarding patients. She had us take a seat without asking us to sign any paperwork. The doctor would handle that stuff himself by running through the questions verbally and marking it on his tablet or computer. 
 
    Even though we were twenty minutes early, we only had to wait about five minutes, before a nurse appeared to escort us to an exam room. Dr. Hawthorne was already waiting inside, sitting at a computer while looking over some records. He had short curly brown hair, dark skin, and green eyes – overall a normal appearance. However, what was shocking about him was that he didn’t look much older than thirty, whereas Freya had told me he was in his late fifties. 
 
    After a second, I realized it should have been obvious that this guy was on the best anti-aging medicine the market currently had available. Especially so, since he was a medical professional himself and likely knew what drugs worked best. 
 
    Lily had already been considering getting on the medicine as well, since it worked better the earlier in life someone began taking it. The only issue was that it was ridiculously expensive, and since I would be paying for it, she was thinking about pushing it off a few years due to the fact that her appearance likely wouldn’t change in any noticeable way until she was nearing forty. 
 
    I personally didn’t care too much, but she hated the idea of looking ‘old’ while Freya and I both looked so young. Unfortunately, the medicine only affected physical appearance, keeping the skin healthy and supple. It did nothing to actually extend lifespan. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne closed the screen the moment we walked in and gave Freya a warm smile. 
 
    “Good morning,” he greeted in a deep voice, standing up to shake her hand, followed by shaking mine. “And might you be the boyfriend?” he wondered with curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    I nodded, a little surprised he had made that assumption right away. Granted, Freya’s interest in contraceptives months ago probably lent towards that conclusion. “I’m Sam,” I greeted with a friendly smile. “It’s nice to meet you. And this here is Rose,” I added, gesturing to the little girl hiding behind me. The man didn’t know about her yet, or even why we were here, because Freya had registered the appointment under her citizen ID number. 
 
    Rose was leaning against me nervously, a fistful of my pants in her fingers, with her head peering around my side against my stomach. I rested my hand on the top of her black hair reassuringly, since most of her body was out of reach. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne gave her a pleasant smile as well, crouching down to get on her level. “Well, hello there Ms. Rose,” he began, taking the black stethoscope off his shoulders. “Would you like to try this? You can listen to my heart beating if you put this end in your ears.” 
 
    Rose’s adorable voice was surprisingly less reserved than her posture. It was almost confident as she spoke. “I can hear your heart just fine,” she replied matter-of-factly. I tried not to laugh. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne’s eyes widened briefly before his smile returned. “Fair enough,” he agreed. “I see you must have enhanced hearing, if that’s the case. Well, it’s very nice to meet you,” he repeated. He then stood up again and gave his attention to Freya. “I wasn’t expecting to see you, Ms. Rosetti, for another couple of months. This is also the first time you’ve ever brought company.” 
 
    Freya returned the warm smile. “Yes. Well, the appointment isn’t for me,” she admitted. “I’m sure you’ll be very curious to discover why I couldn’t register the visit under my daughter’s citizen ID number.” She paused as Dr. Hawthorne turned his attention to Rose again, obviously shocked, before continuing. “To put it simply, she doesn’t have one.” 
 
    “Daughter?” the man repeated, a look of disbelief on his face. “I can certainly see the resemblance,” he agreed, staring at Rose’s crimson eyes. “But how is that possible? Your hymen was still intact when I last saw you only a few months ago. Not to mention the unique problem you brought up during that appointment.” 
 
    Freya cleared her throat, prompting Dr. Hawthorne to focus on her again. “Well, you see, the only real detectible difference between the two of us is our skin tone. Otherwise, we share a lot in common, including superpowers.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne’s eyes became as wide as saucers. “She has the same superpower?” he repeated incredulously. “Your daughter has the same superpower?” he said again. 
 
    “We think she’s a clone,” Freya admitted. “Like I said, other than her tan skin, there is no physical difference between us.” 
 
    “Someone replicated your superpower?” he rephrased for a third time, completely in shock. 
 
    “Which is why this is a sensitive subject,” I finally chimed in. “The people who created her believe she’s deceased, but that doesn’t mean there is no risk associated with the situation.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne nodded slowly in agreement, finally appearing to recover from his surprise. 
 
    “We can trust you with this information, correct?” Freya asked seriously. 
 
    The man stood up straighter. “Of course. I have no idea how they would have done it, but I can promise you that it is extremely unlikely that studying Rose would give very much insight into the methods used to create her. Technology can certainly be reverse engineered, but most programs can’t. Likewise, it’s doubtful a process that has failed for hundreds of years could so easily be replicated by analyzing the result.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked firmly, uncertain if I liked what he was saying. 
 
    Freya answered for him. “He means there is no benefit for him, or anyone else, to try to study Rose.” She paused. “Or rather, there’s no benefit in someone taking her.” 
 
    I felt Rose tense against me, so I looked down at her reassuringly, rubbing my hand gently down the back of her head. “Not that anyone could,” I replied. 
 
    Rose already knew about my astral limbs now, so I reached out with one and wrapped it around her waist, pulling her tighter against my leg. She calmed down immediately, looking up at me with a relieved smile. “I wouldn’t allow them to,” I added. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne cleared his throat. “Yes. Well, I wouldn’t disclose patient information like that either way, but I figured the best way to convince you of that truth is to explain there is no real benefit in doing so. Even if her DNA shows something significant, it’s unlikely it will be very insightful into how the cloning was done successfully.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne was then thoughtful. “So, you say that she has your exact superpower,” he repeated. “How much of her abilities has she shown thus far?” 
 
    “She’s already partially transformed,” Freya replied. 
 
    I gawked at her in surprise. “He knows?” 
 
    Freya nodded. “Other than you and Lily, he and his mother are the only people alive who know everything, including about my third eye.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne chuckled at that. “Well, not everything apparently. At least, not until recently. I had no idea you had that unique problem when it came to interpersonal relationships. Although that makes me especially curious about how you and Sam make it work.” 
 
    I suspected he was being vague about Freya’s bloodlust on purpose, due to Rose being present. 
 
    Freya grimaced. “Yes, well. I’m hoping Rose will be spared that problem, but there’s no telling at this point.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne’s brow was furrowed as he considered that, his gaze flicking to Rose briefly before falling on me again. I realized he was still wondering about his previous comment. 
 
    “I regenerate almost instantly,” I explained, assuming that would answer his curiosity about how we made it work. 
 
    He failed to hide his shock at that revelation. “Ah,” he finally managed. “I suppose today is just full of surprises.” He cleared his throat again. “So I assume you’ll want documentation for her, as well as a health screening. Anything else?” 
 
    Freya nodded. “We would like her DNA tested, although you will probably need to forge the results for the sake of the record associated with her citizen ID.” 
 
    The man was pensive again, moving to sit down in his chair as he began typing away at his computer. After a moment, he turned around to look up at Freya. “I can certainly test her DNA, but I would recommend leaving out any such information from her official record. There are certain circumstances when it’s not included, and we can use finger prints and optic scans as a satisfactory replacement.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Freya agreed. “But is there any particular reason why?” she wondered. “After all, there could be complications for her in the future if it’s not on file.” 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne scratched the back of his head. “Well, given that there might be people looking for her, including even fabricated DNA seems like a poor idea. After all, while we might not be able to detect any uniqueness in her DNA structure, their may be hidden indicators they can detect. Sort of like a hidden DNA serial number that identifies her as a clone, but nothing so simple as that.” 
 
    “Then what if you don’t use her DNA at all?” Freya wondered. “You can use mine and combine it with someone else to create an artificial genetic code.” 
 
    “Like mine?” I wondered. 
 
    The two of them both looked at me, before Dr. Hawthorne shook his head. “No, there’s likely too much evidence to support that you two didn’t know each other until recently. It would be better to pick a random person, someone deceased, and use their DNA. Probably someone with darker skin too,” he added, focusing on Rose again, examining her tan hue. 
 
    “That should be fine,” Freya agreed, looking towards me for my opinion. I nodded in approval, since it really didn’t matter. It was all just a ruse to protect Rose. Freya quickly continued. “Although, preferably choose someone who doesn’t have any living family either,” she added. “Including children. The last thing we want is someone to discover their deceased relative had a child they didn’t know about and come looking.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Hawthorne replied, turning back towards his computer. 
 
    It was quiet for a moment as he began typing away, so I decided to break the silence. “So, is forging this information really so easy to do?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    The man laughed at that, keeping his eyes on the screen. “Definitely not,” he chuckled. “And it’s certainly expensive too.” He then abruptly looked back towards Freya with a serious expression. “I assume the cost won’t be a problem?” he wondered. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I’ve already liquidated some assets to cover it, although depending on the exact number I may have to pay you the rest later.” 
 
    “Four hundred and sixty,” he replied simply. 
 
    My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. Four hundred and sixty thousand? I knew it was going to be pricy, but not to that extent. 
 
    Freya pulled out her phone, her bank account information already displayed. I craned my neck to see that she had half a million sitting in her account, further indicating she was prepared for such a high amount. “Do you want me to pay for it now?” she wondered. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne shook his head, returning his attention to the computer. “No, we can handle that after we’re done. First, let’s get the DNA test going, and then we’ll check her overall health.” He opened a drawer as he spoke, pulling out a small meter that fit on the finger. He then got up to approach Rose again, and bent down in front of the two of us to be on her level. 
 
    “Can I slip this on your finger?” he asked politely. “I promise it won’t hurt.” 
 
    Rose looked up at me hesitantly, before letting go of my pants and holding out her small hand. “It’s a little warm,” she commented after a moment, looking at the small black device curiously. Her remark made me wonder if she was more sensitive to temperatures than Freya, because I knew the device wasn’t hot, and Freya only truly felt warmth if it was scalding. 
 
    “It’s testing your DNA from your skin cells,” Dr. Hawthorne replied. “It then sends the information to my computer and will display the results in about five minutes.” 
 
    Rose confidently nodded like she fully understood, though I wasn’t sure if that was true given her lack of education and age. It was definitely cute to see her seem so sure of herself. 
 
    After a moment, the meter beeped, and he retrieved it from her finger, setting it down on the desk before beginning the other routine tests. He began by asking her to step to my side, so he could get a better look at her. Freya answered my questioning gaze by explaining that his superpower was being able to see other forms of light and radiation, like x-rays. He couldn’t produce x-rays like a machine could, but there was enough of the invisible electromagnetic energy in the air, like sunlight, that he could see into people’s bodies. 
 
    After taking a look, he noted that her bone structure was ‘different’ like Freya’s was, before moving on to using regular instruments to test her blood pressure, heart rate, and body measurements like height and weight. 
 
    Rose seemed to be relieved that the exam wasn’t more invasive, although she tensed a little when he wanted to prick her finger to get a small blood sample to run some tests on it. She let him do it without incident though, and her skin healed up right away afterwards – no bandage needed.  
 
    Once he was finished, he sat back down at his desk to look over the results. 
 
    “Very interesting,” he commented after a moment. “All her numbers are what I’d expect given her age and how similar she is to her mother. However, her DNA is not at all what I would have expected. This can’t happen naturally.” 
 
    “What is it?” Freya wondered, taking a step closer to look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Well, she’s not exactly a clone, but she definitely wouldn’t be considered your biological daughter either. She’s somewhere in between.” He then turned around in his chair, prompting Freya to take a step back to where she had been standing. “If she was your daughter, then fifty percent of her DNA would be from you. If she was an exact clone, then it would be a hundred percent. Both of those options can happen naturally, such as in the case of identical twins.” 
 
    Freya and I both nodded in understanding. “And?” Freya prompted. 
 
    “Well, with Rose’s DNA,” he continued. “The system calculates that about eighty-six percent came from you, whereas the other fourteen percent comes from a different source.” 
 
    Freya’s eyes widened in surprise. “So then, there’s a biological father?” she wondered seriously. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne shook his head. “It’s hard to even call the source of the extra DNA by that term, since a biological parent would have donated half of their DNA, not about a seventh. And really, the source might not even be male. Because her DNA was created artificially, it’s just as likely that the fourteen percent comes from a female. Gender wouldn’t matter since that aspect was determined alone by your DNA.” 
 
    Freya nodded silently as she considered that. 
 
    Hawthorne was then pensive for a moment, his gaze falling on Rose again. “If I had to guess, I’d say that the extra DNA is some kind of stabilizing agent that allowed for the eighty-six percent of your DNA to avoid splintering when they tried to replicate it. Maybe it has something to do with the person’s superpower,” he added. He then clapped his hands together. “But at least we know why she has darker skin. It’s also possible that some of your characteristics didn’t get passed on to her, although it will be difficult to tell from her DNA alone.” 
 
    “Can you determine who the DNA came from?” I wondered, finally speaking up after some time. 
 
    Freya looked at me in shock. “You really want to know?” she asked seriously. 
 
    I shrugged. “I mean, why not?” I offered. “It’s not like you’re going to want to meet this person just because of their relation to Rose, right?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, but…” Her gaze fell on Rose again, who spoke up. 
 
    “I don’t care who it is,” Rose replied, tightening her embrace around my hips. “Daddy is still my daddy.” 
 
    Freya smiled at her before looking back towards Dr. Hawthorne expectantly. 
 
    He cleared his throat again. “Well, the system has already scanned the database and didn’t find a match at all, which is unusual given the small sample size it has to match. With a hundred percent of a person’s DNA, you find exactly one person, maybe two, if they are twins. With fifty percent, I’d expect to find direct family members, whereas with fourteen percent, I’d expect to find twenty or more distance relatives. But there’s nothing.” He paused. “I can try to track down the source, but it may take some time to do so.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement. “Please do then. While I doubt the information would benefit us, it might be important for her health. For all we know, the abilities of that super might have an effect on her that we need to know about.” She paused. “And I’ll pay for the time of course.” 
 
    He shook his head in response. “No, this kind of thing is included in the cost of obtaining a citizen ID and supporting documentation for her. Speaking of which, I’ll go ahead and accept the payment for that part. The rest of the exam will be billed to your medical insurance – I’ll file it as a routine examination on you for the time being, since you’ll need time to get her added to your insurance.” 
 
    Freya agreed and pulled out her phone again with the wire transfer screen loaded, displaying the four hundred and sixty thousand. Much to my surprise – although I really shouldn’t have been too shocked in hindsight – Dr. Hawthorne pulled out his personal phone to transfer the money into his own account. Given that this transaction was for an illegal document forging activity, it made sense that he wouldn’t want the large deposit of money showing up in the clinic’s account. 
 
    They both made a few clicks on their respective devices to finish the transaction, before returning them to their pockets. Once that was done, Freya asked about the guy’s mother, who was still alive at ninety-four years old. Her health was declining though, so he didn’t want to get too involved in a conversation on the subject. After some more small-talk, and him inquiring a little about me, we said our goodbyes and headed back out to the front lobby. 
 
    As we exited the building, Freya and I exchanged another glance, before she bent down to be on Rose’s level. “So sweetie, now that we’ve seen the doctor, how do you feel about playing on the playground before we go home?” 
 
    Rose’s red eyes widened in surprise, and she seemed a little excited, but then it abruptly faded. “I miss aunt Lily,” she replied unexpectedly. 
 
    We both looked at her in astonishment, before exchanging a glance again. “Are you sure you want to go home right away?” Freya wondered tentatively. 
 
    Rose nodded confidently. 
 
    I sighed, before smiling at her. “Well, then maybe we can start your celebration early,” I suggested. “There will be plenty of coffee for you to drink.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “Coffee!” she chimed gleefully. 
 
    “And cake too,” Freya added. 
 
    I looked at her quizzically, speaking with a lower volume even though Rose’s sensitive ears could hear me just fine. “Cake?” I asked. “I don’t think she’ll like cake.” 
 
    Freya abruptly pursed her lips, looking as if she’d said something she shouldn’t have. 
 
    “Freya…” I said in a playful warning tone. 
 
    Rose unexpectedly grinned. “It’s for you daddy! I helped make it!” 
 
    I gawked at her, before meeting Freya’s gaze again, who just shrugged. “It’s your birthday too in a couple of weeks. Figured we might as well celebrate.” 
 
    I just shook my head in disbelief, although I couldn’t say I disliked the idea of sharing my celebration with Rose. I had gone many years not even caring when it was my birthday, only having celebrated it when someone else cared enough to pay attention, like coworkers at the office. However, if Rose and I were going to start sharing birthday parties, then I realized that I might find enjoyment in the yearly ritual once again. 
 
    I reached down and grabbed Rose’s small hand, returning her grin. “Then let’s go celebrate our birthdays,” I replied happily. “Both today, and every year from now on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12: Raising the Stakes 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    July 27, 2734 – 3 Weeks Later – Noon 
 
      
 
    Lily made herself a chicken salad for lunch while Rose played in the living room with the dollhouse Sam got her for her birthday. Lily had to admit she really liked the dollhouse too, especially since Sam had small custom dolls made that looked like all of them. Rose even had her own doll, which she absolutely loved. It was obvious he had put a lot of thought into the gift a couple of weeks before her birthday. 
 
    Once Lily was finished making her salad, she sat down at the table to eat. However, her stomach felt queasy from all the stress, causing her to hesitate. At the very least, she was thankful that today was Friday, but not for normal reasons. 
 
    Lily was confident that Blaze Maddox wouldn’t show up on the weekend, which had recently become a huge source of anxiety for her – his regular unannounced visits. 
 
    The day after Rose’s birthday, which also happened to be the day Lily’s arraignment court date was postponed to August 22nd, Blaze had appeared unannounced in the middle of the day, claiming to have replaced her ‘probation officer.’ Despite the ankle bracelet, Lily hadn’t realized she was considered to be on probation after posting bail. However, Blaze had managed to get the original probation officer replaced because they weren’t doing regular checkups to ensure she was home. 
 
    Which was ridiculously stupid. 
 
    Because the ankle bracelet was GPS enabled, so there was no need to do home checkups. 
 
    Thankfully, Freya had been home that first day, having taken an extra day off from work for Rose’s birthday. Otherwise, Lily would have refused to open the door for him, which would have led to her getting arrested for ‘not being home.’ 
 
    Still, even with Freya there, that first day was horrible. After Freya opened the door to yell at him, Blaze handed her the full release agreement that Lily had been forced to sign. And sure enough, a part of that agreement was giving up privacy rights to her home, allowing the probation officer to investigate the premises for any signs that she might be breaking the agreement. 
 
    The two women had been forced to allow him inside, and he cheerfully proceeded to visit every room in the house to ‘inspect.’ 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t go digging through personal items, but he did lay his grubby hands on almost anything made out of FRIL that was out in the open – such as the couch and Lily’s bedsheets. Blaze made comments about being surprised Lily was into such kinky things. Neither woman took the time to explain to him that the latex was special. As far as they were concerned, he didn’t need to know the details of what the material was called or why Lily had it everywhere. So, they just let him believe it was normal latex. 
 
    Needless to say, the first thing Lily did when he finally left was wash her sheets and wipe down the couch. She still felt violated though. 
 
    However, before Blaze departed, he drilled Freya with a bunch of questions regarding why she was there, as well as information about her daughter. Even as young as Rose was, she picked up immediately on her auntie’s tension, and was thus cold toward Blaze when he tried to be friendly with her. 
 
    When Blaze finally deduced that Freya was in a relationship with Sam too, the man’s expression grew cold and he left shortly afterwards. 
 
    But unfortunately, that wasn’t the end of the problems. 
 
    A few days later, Blaze showed up again when it was just Lily and Rose, this time with a property surveyor. The technician then proceeded to double-check the measurements of all the rooms, as well as investigating the property on the outside. 
 
    When Lily demanded why this was necessary, Blaze finally admitted that she might be breaking the occupancy laws by having too many people living in her house, given the bedroom sizes. 
 
    Lily knew exactly what he was doing then. He was trying to force Sam and Freya out of the house, or at the very least trying to find another way for Lily to get in trouble with the law. Thankfully, her rooms were just large enough to allow for four people, but they had concerns about the makeshift bedroom they had created for Rose by splitting the guest bedroom in two. In the end, that had also been fine. 
 
    Blaze still showed up though, at least twice a week. And Lily was forced to let him inside the house to inspect all over again. Every time, he tried to make small-talk, but Lily refused to speak to him other than what was absolutely necessary. Rose likewise took her lead and didn’t talk to him at all. That seemed to piss him off even more than Lily’s cold shoulder, though he didn’t verbally comment on it. 
 
    It also didn’t go unnoticed that the security of the house had been increased. After the second time, both Sam and Freya had been pissed, and rigged the whole house with security cameras on the inside. A few were out in the open, but most were well hidden to prevent Blaze from destroying them in case he revealed more vile intentions. While they certainly didn’t want it to happen, the moment he touched Lily inappropriately in any way, they were going to bring the footage to court to attempt a restraining order against him and have him removed as her probation officer. 
 
    Unfortunately, killing him wasn’t an option, because it would only draw unnecessary attention to their family, and there was already the risk of someone identifying Sam or Freya from the car accident they were involved in almost a month ago. 
 
    But thankfully, nothing happened, other than Blaze being super annoying. 
 
    As Lily finally took a bite of her salad, she flinched when the doorbell rang. 
 
    Anxiously, she grabbed her phone to look at the camera feed, and then groaned when she saw who was at the door. 
 
    ‘Not again,’ she thought in irritation. 
 
    However, she immediately noticed that something was different this time. Blaze hadn’t shown up alone, unlike most of his previous visits. There was an entire group of police officers in the background, much like had happened when they first came to arrest her. 
 
    Fear gripped her chest, and her hands began trembling. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 27, 2734 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    I groaned internally as I tried to focus on my work. The report I was working on was due in fifteen minutes at noon, and yet I couldn’t seem to keep my mind on it. While at Lily’s place, I was able to keep most of my stress at bay, but while at work I worried constantly that Blaze was going to show up again. I didn’t trust the guy at all, and I definitely didn’t like the idea of him being in the house alone with Lily. Technically, Rose was there too, but that just made the situation worse. 
 
    I doubted Blaze would be so bold as to harm them, but I couldn’t stop my instincts from wanting me to be there to protect my family. Thankfully, it was Friday, which meant I would be home with them for a solid two days. 
 
    If this continued on, I was seriously considering quitting my job entirely. The primary reason I didn’t resign was because we couldn’t chance tipping off the courts that we might flee in the event Lily’s case went to trial. If we decided to disappear without warning, we wanted it to truly be unexpected. 
 
    I didn’t even want to think about the idea of what would happen if we weren’t able to escape discretely. Because Lily’s life hung in the balance, and I would be willing to do almost anything to keep her alive. I didn’t like the idea of anyone innocent getting harmed, whether it be the police officers just doing their jobs, or even innocent bystanders who decided to intervene. 
 
    But what would happen if it came down to Lily, or them? 
 
    Would I kill anyone who got in my way, in order to protect Lily? 
 
    I knew I would. 
 
    It made me sick thinking about it, but I knew I would. If someone held a gun to Lily’s head, and they were too far away for me to stop them, I’d be willing to do anything to prevent them from pulling the trigger. Thankfully, I shouldn’t have to worry about being placed in that type of situation, since I had my astral limbs to count on. But the various aspects of Lily’s mortality, and my foundational inability to keep her alive forever, continued to plague my mind in various fleeting thoughts and scenarios. 
 
    I was abruptly pulled away from my brooding when I heard someone say, “Hey boss.” 
 
    I focused my second-sight to confirm what I already suspected. Sure enough, my supposed friend, Nick Parker, was walking down the aisle between cubicles in his immaculate cobalt suit that was perfectly tailored to his small stature. He was the boss now, having applied for the position once it was publicly released that John was deceased. 
 
    However, Nick’s promotion to the departmental manager position had nothing to do with their joint involvement with the shadow company. Instead, Nick had simply applied for the position and really impressed them in the interview, supposedly knocking their pants off with his confidence, leadership skills, knowledge, and expertise. 
 
    Figuratively, knocking their pants off, of course. Doubtful there were many people who would willingly take their pants off for him, except for his girlfriend Zoey. 
 
    Nick strode right up to me, seeming quite comfortable in his new role. “Hey man, how’s it going?” he asked expectantly. 
 
    I finally turned in my chair and gave him my attention, attempting to keep the irritation out of my tone. He was the boss now after all. “Hey Nick, what’s up?” 
 
    Nick just shrugged non-committedly, glancing at the next cubicle over. “Just wondering what you’re working on,” he commented. 
 
    I suddenly had the urge to punch him in the face. He knew most of these reports were due at noon. If he was going to bother me, he should have done it in fifteen or twenty minutes – especially if he didn’t really have something he wanted to talk about. 
 
    I had to put up with it though, and not only because he was my boss now. Rather, it was because I needed to maintain a good relationship due to his possible connection with the shadow company. Freya and I were still hoping they would contact him to reestablish whatever agreement they had with John. The meeting was supposed to happen sometime in August, which meant now was the time to invite him over to find out what he knew. We would drug him just like last time, although possibly letting him get drunk first before slipping him a drink that would make him pass out, and then Freya would use her third eye to read his recent memories. 
 
    Thus, I cleared my throat as I responded, keeping my expression polite. “Not much,” I lied. “Just trying to meet the noon deadline on a few reports.” 
 
    Nick nodded in agreement, not taking the hint at all. “Sure, sure. So, when do you plan on taking your lunch today?” 
 
    I sighed, leaning back in my chair more. “I don’t know. Probably in about twenty minutes. Why?” 
 
    Nick just shrugged again. “Figured I’d take my lunch at the same time. Catch up on how things are going with you and all.” 
 
    That immediately made me suspicious, but this was exactly what I needed right now – reason to be suspicious. His comment was enough to make me suspect the shadow company had finally contacted him for the bi-yearly meeting. I just hoped they hadn’t changed the date and already had it. Doubtful that Freya could gleam much useful information from Nick’s memory of the actual event, because whoever was pulling the strings kept their identity hidden. Instead, we had to use the opportunity to kidnap the person and read their mind directly. 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. “I’ll see you in about twenty then.” I shifted my weight in my chair and gave my attention to my screen again. I had to focus whether I liked it or not, because this shadow company issue was the biggest problem overall, which meant I had to play my role so Nick wouldn’t be suspicious when I invited him over to hang out. 
 
    Unfortunately, Nick just stood there awkwardly without saying anything. I glanced up at him again. “Was there something else?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “No man, you just seem a little…distant, is all.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and gave him my full attention again, forcing my expression to relax without overdoing it. I didn’t want him to pick up on the façade by exaggerating. “Nah man. I’ve just got a lot going on. I’ll tell you all about it at lunch, but right now I’m behind on my work and need to catch up so I can finish it on time.” 
 
    Nick’s beady brown eyes, set behind his wide black frame glasses, were wide as he listened. “Oh, okay. Well, it’s not a big deal if the reports are late today. It’s kind of an artificial deadline anyway. Why don’t we have lunch now? You look like you could use the break.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. 
 
    Shit. Why not? 
 
    I quickly turned off my monitor and stood up. “Sure, let’s do that,” I agreed. 
 
    He nodded, leading the way to the breakroom. 
 
    We both stood in front of the massive vending machine, which was like its own automated deli, looking at the labeled lunch options briefly before making a decision. The flat screen television was playing in the background, left on some talk show from whoever had taken their break previously at 11 AM. I ignored it as I selected a steak quesadilla and chicken salad on the digital screen, and then held up my phone with my digital credit card activated to pay. 
 
    The mechanical arms then withdrew the ingredients hidden deep within, and freshly prepared the meal right before my eyes in a matter of seconds. The hot quesadilla came out steaming in an opening at waist level, along with the freshly tossed salad a few moments later. Nick followed suit, having a small supreme pizza made for him. 
 
    As we sat down, I immediately took a big bite of the quesadilla and began chewing despite the scalding temperature. Nick blew on a slice of his small pizza first before trying it out. After a moment of silence, he blurted out a random thought. 
 
    “Hey Sam, do you even need to eat?” he wondered unexpectedly. 
 
    I stopped chewing and stared at him for a moment. After a second of thought my eyes narrowed just briefly, suspicious that he hadn’t come up with that question on his own. We definitely needed to hang out this weekend to find out if there was any news with the shadow company. I finished chewing as I considered it, before responding. “Well, I definitely feel the urge to eat, but no. I suppose I don’t. I’ve gone almost two decades without eating before, and I was fine.” 
 
    “Two decades?!” Nick exclaimed with wide eyes. His slice of pizza actually fell out of his fingers, flopping upside down on the rest. He quickly realized what he had done and carefully picked it back up. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied hesitantly, not wanting to go into the details regarding me being stuck in a statue for seventeen years shortly after my wife and daughter had passed away over a century ago. “But that was a unique situation I don’t feel like discussing,” I quickly added. 
 
    “You really are immortal, huh?” he blurted out. 
 
    I just shrugged. 
 
    “How is that even possible?” he continued seriously, chewing a bite of pizza as he stared at the wall. 
 
    I shrugged again. “I don’t know man. It just is.” 
 
    “But how do you not wither away when you don’t eat?” he pressed, appearing to think out loud. “And when your body gets destroyed, where does all that matter come from?” He met my gaze. “Matter and energy have to come from somewhere.” 
 
    I scoffed, definitely suspicious now. “What? Are you a physicist now?”  
 
    “I’m just saying, makes me wonder…” 
 
    “About what?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he sighed. It was his turn to shrug as he began working on another slice of pizza. “Like maybe you’re getting the matter and energy from another dimension or something.” 
 
    I almost choked on my food at that. I had no idea if he was right, but that wasn’t the point. This was the first time anyone had ever suggested that there might be something more to me than it seemed. I tried to redirect the conversation. “Well, what about you?” I retorted. “Where does the energy for your strength come from?” 
 
    He grinned at me. “Oh, that's a complicated mixture of energy efficiency, conservation, and renewal.” 
 
    I just stared at him blankly. I wasn’t stupid, but I still wasn’t sure I followed what he was trying to say. 
 
    He sighed heavily. “Basically, my body is extremely efficient with the energy it produces, and the effectiveness with which my muscles create and reutilize that energy is so advanced that I’m basically a biochemical generator with a borderline infinite loop.” 
 
    I reevaluated his small frame, wondering if his size had anything to do with what he was talking about. “So, basically, you’re saying you can eat a normal amount of food, and yet generate an abnormal amount of energy.” 
 
    He almost winced at my clarification. “Sure,” he offered, as if my explanation was too simple. “But I definitely still need to eat,” he continued. “Whereas you don’t need to. And yet, you have to get your energy and matter from somewhere. The question is where.” 
 
    “And why does it matter?” I asked seriously, trying to trip him up. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem phased by my question, as if he wasn’t involved with a secret organization that had been stalking me for centuries. Was this topic really his own? Or was he just that great at putting on a poker face? 
 
    Nick shrugged again. “I don’t know man,” he replied. “I just thought it was interesting. I minored in physics in college.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply, a little surprised. I knew he had a degree in business, but I didn’t realize he had some science in his background too. I cleared my throat, deciding to change the subject. “So, we haven’t hung out in a while,” I commented. “Interested in doing anything this weekend?” 
 
    “Umm,” he stalled for a moment. “It would have to be tonight if anything. Zoey and I have plans with her parents Saturday night, and of course I’m not going to get hammered Sunday night.” 
 
    I started working on my salad, acting like I wasn’t too invested in the situation. “Yeah, man, we can do that. Tonight should work just fine.” 
 
    “But can we go out for drinks?” he asked seriously. I looked up at him in shock, prompting him to hold up his hands. “I mean, hanging out at your place is cool, but it’s nice to get out too, you know?” 
 
    I did my best to maintain a neutral expression. Was he suspicious after all? It was going to be a lot more difficult for Freya to read his thoughts if we were in public. 
 
    “Or not,” Nick unexpectedly changed his mind. “I just remembered there’s a game on tonight, and I’d like to see it.” 
 
    Bars of course had sports playing at all times, but that wasn’t the type of game Nick was referring to. Knowing him, he was talking about a massively multiplayer online game, or MMO, that was holding a tournament over the weekend. While I was fairly certain Nick didn’t play much himself, some of the most popular games had broadcasted events that had become a form of sports-like entertainment for many people in recent years. Granted, it still wasn’t popular enough for bars to dedicate a flat screen to it. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Sure. As usual, I’m fine with whatever. I’ll bring the beer, if you want to stop by and grab some snacks or something.” I figured the best way to prevent him from being suspicious that I had a hidden motive was to make sure he pulled his weight. 
 
    “Yeah man. That’s cool. I’ll grab some chips after work.” 
 
    “Sounds–” My voice cut off when a name on the flat screen caught my attention. I turned around in my chair without even thinking, my previous thought already long gone. The show’s female host was sitting down with a familiar face – someone who I had only recently paid more attention to, despite her fame, due to her connection to a certain annoying bastard. 
 
    The guest was wearing a silver silk dress that showed off her slim shoulders and arms, as well as most of her toned thighs. The taut shiny silk around her chest left little to the imagination, and the silver was a nice compliment to her gold hair and vibrant purple eyes. She was wearing a confident smirk as she waited for the host to continue. 
 
    “So, Lexi Stockton, you and the famous Blaze King Maddox have been dating for a little over three years now. Any news about the future?” 
 
    Lexi laughed warmly. “You mean, besides competing on who can maintain the highest estimated ‘People Saved’ metric?” 
 
    The woman laughed too. “Yes, well, I was wondering more about any advancement on your relationship. A lot of fans are just waiting for the day you two come out with marriage plans.” 
 
    Lexi laughed again heartily. “Do superheroes even get married?” she asked in a playful tone. She then looked towards the audience, pretending like she was whispering by raising her hand to her mouth. “If Blaze has any plans for marriage, I’m sure he wouldn’t want me to ruin the surprise,” she suggested with a wink. 
 
    The audience went wild with that, prompting me to cringe. I wondered if Lexi knew her boyfriend had recently been putting a lot of effort into harassing another beautiful super recently. I didn’t know a lot about him other than from my personal interactions, but that was enough to confirm he was a shady guy. 
 
    The fact that he had stolen Lily’s engagement necklace was enough to prove that, and when that didn’t work as an excuse to visit Lily again, he had himself placed as her probation officer. Likely, the only reason Blaze didn’t show up every day was because he lived in a city that was almost an hour drive away, which was too far to visit so frequently for someone with his busy schedule. 
 
    Even if he did marry Lexi, I doubted he would be faithful. I wondered if she would stay with him if she found out he was a cheater, or if it would become a big orchestrated fiasco when she divorced him – or broke up with him, in the event something like that came out before they got married. Part of me wanted to tell her myself just how shady the guy was, but from the look on her face as she talked about him, I could see that she worshipped him like a god, just like everyone else. 
 
    It made me sick. 
 
    No doubt she wouldn’t believe anything negative about her hunky, heroic, perfect boyfriend. 
 
    Nick hadn’t bothered interrupting me, becoming focused on the screen too. I couldn’t blame him. While I had different reasons for being interested, Lexi was certainly something to look at. Like most of the popular superheroes, she was gorgeous. Were it not for her superpower, whatever that was, she could have still made it big as a model. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a blaring alarm from my phone made both of us jump. The emergency feature was enabled, so that both Lily and Freya could push their calls through with this unnerving tone even though my phone was on silent. 
 
    I felt my blood run cold as I yanked it out of my pocket, because neither of them would make an emergency call without good reason. 
 
    It was Lily. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked urgently the moment I answered the call. 
 
    “Sam,” Lily sobbed, her words almost incoherent. “Blaze took Rose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13: Protecting Those We Love 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    July 27, 2734 – Current Day – 15 Minutes Ago 
 
      
 
    Lily attempted to put on a brave face as she answered the door, but it was difficult to hide her anxiety. Were they going to arrest her again? For what reason? After Freya had examined the release agreement thoroughly, Lily now knew exactly what she was and wasn’t allowed to do. So what was this all about? 
 
    Despite her young age, Rose took it upon herself to make her presence known by standing in the hallway behind Lily. She didn’t want the bad man to think Lily was home alone. 
 
    However, as Lily opened the door, she was surprised to see that Blaze’s expression was somber and sympathetic. His tone was more formal too. 
 
    Even despite what she knew about him, he was such a good actor that he almost had her convinced that he was sincerely sorry for what was about to happen. 
 
    “Lily Dodson, I’m afraid it has been decided that you pose a potential threat to all who live with you. From now on, no one is allowed to live in this house with you, and all who are present must immediately evacuate.” 
 
    Lily just gawked at him in disbelief. “Y-You can’t be serious?” she stammered. 
 
    Blaze held up a folded piece of paper, his expression still somber. “I have the court order right here,” he replied, holding it out for her to see. “This is your copy. Just be careful you don’t burn it up,” he added. His gaze then focused past Lily towards Rose. “I don’t have a court order to take the little girl away,” he continued. “But because of what I just handed you, the police will now use their authority to take her out of the home under police protection until her guardian can pick her up.” 
 
    Lily dropped the paper just as her hair lit on fire. Her entire body was about to follow, which wasn’t good because she was wearing normal clothes. If she burst into flames now, then Blaze would get another peak of her with only her underwear on. Lily immediately clenched her fists and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “N-No,” she finally managed. “You’re not taking Rose away.” 
 
    Blaze crossed his arms, his expression more serious now. “It’s either that, or you get arrested again,” he retorted firmly. “Your choice. Although, with you gone, they’ll still take Rose since she’s too young to be home alone.” 
 
    Lily bit her bottom lip, feeling tears begin to well up in her eyes. Despite her elevated body temperature, her tears didn’t evaporate, being chemically different than the average person’s. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Blaze relaxed a little and leaned against her doorframe as the flames on her head died out. He lowered his voice, his tone pleasant now. “You know,” he said almost inaudibly. “All these extra problems would probably just go away if you’d invite me over for dinner.” He then slowly smiled, seeing her reaction. 
 
    Lily didn’t respond with anger this time. Instead she felt defeated. She hated this man and the power he was exerting over her life. And now, whether she liked it or not, she was going to be forced to stay away from Sam and Freya, at least until the court date towards the end of August – almost a month away. And if that didn’t go well, then the situation might just get worse from there. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Rose spoke up, sounding determined. “I’ll go,” she announced. 
 
    Lily looked back at the little girl over her shoulder, her eyes blurring even more with tears. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Rose repeated, walking up to Lily. 
 
    Lily immediately bent down and moved to wrap her arms around her. 
 
    However, unexpectedly, Blaze’s hand shot out and grabbed Lily’s shoulder, having visibly seen the waves of heat coming off her body. “You’re too hot!” he exclaimed, seeming unaffected by the oven-like temperature of her skin. 
 
    The impact of his hand was enough to knock the breath out of her, leaving her speechless for a moment while she recovered. She didn’t go anywhere though, his grip holding her in place. 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” Rose quickly retorted, placing her hand on Lily too. “It doesn’t bother me at all. Now let aunt Lily go!” she snapped. 
 
    Surprisingly, he did, completely baffled that Rose wasn’t harmed by temperatures that would give a normal person first degree burns instantly, and second degree burns within a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Aunt Lily, are you okay?” Rose asked urgently, grabbing her face in both of her small tan hands. 
 
    Lily gasped for air, before nodding. Her shoulder was beginning to ache, and she wondered if she might end up with a bruise. After a moment, Lily wrapped her arms around Rose, finally finding her words. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Rose shook her head, before leaning forward to kiss her on the cheek. “It’s okay,” she replied in a quiet voice. “You don’t need to worry about me. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Lily held her small frame tighter. “I’ll let your mommy know immediately so she can pick you up. I’m so sorry,” she repeated. 
 
    Rose nodded before pushing herself away, a brave expression on her little face as she turned towards the man who towered over her. 
 
    “Well,” the little girl replied haughtily. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 27, 2734 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    I bolted from my chair, sending it flying backwards onto the floor, my blood boiling with rage. “He what?!” I almost screamed, prompting Nick to flinch. My friend had certainly never seen me angry in the three years we had known each other. In fact, he had rarely seen much beyond my constant apathy. 
 
    “I already called Freya,” Lily sobbed. “She dropped everything and is on her way to meet them at the police station.” She sobbed again. “Oh Sam! I hate this! I hate him.” 
 
    “I’m coming home,” I announced, my gaze focusing on Nick. He nodded, confirming that ‘the boss’ had received my message. I wanted to drop everything to go get Rose, but I wasn’t legally her guardian and Freya was already on her way. Not to mention, Lily needed me. 
 
    Lily unexpectedly began crying harder. “You can’t,” she choked out. “That’s why they took–” Her voice cut off with another sob, unable to form words now. 
 
    I pulled the phone away briefly to tell Nick I’d call him later, and then headed for the elevator. Lily had collected herself again by the time I reached my work car in the underground parking garage. 
 
    “He gave me a court order,” she said in a strained voice. “It says no one is allowed to live with me.” 
 
    “Have you actually had the chance to read it?” I wondered seriously. “Does it have a timeframe or details about what they consider to be ‘living with you?’ I mean, people can’t stay away completely. You can’t even shop for groceries yourself, so there has to be exceptions.” 
 
    Lily sniffled. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I have a hard time reading this jargon as it is.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “I’ll take a look at it when I get there.” I paused. “I think I’m going to call the lawyer and try talking to her. Maybe she can help undo this mess.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied weakly. I was confident she really didn’t want me to hang up, but I had to call Laura Blackwell now while she was at the office. Getting a hold of her over the weekend wasn’t usually possible. After a quick goodbye, I hung up with Lily and dialed our lawyer’s number. 
 
    “Blackwell and McCarthy Criminal Law,” the secretary answered professionally. “How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “This is Sampson Archer. I need to speak to Mrs. Blackwell regarding the case involving Lily Dodson.” 
 
    There was a short pause. “She’s in a meeting at the moment, but I can take a message and have her–“ She abruptly cut off for a few seconds, before continuing. “Please hold.” 
 
    I waited patiently, knowing her office had been honest in their communications with us thus far. If the secretary said she was in a meeting, then she likely was. 
 
    The secretary finally came back after a little over five minutes. Between talking to Lily and waiting on the phone, I was already almost halfway to Lily’s place, driving much faster than I should be. 
 
    “She’s just finished up. I’m transferring you now.” 
 
    She didn’t even wait for me to respond, sending the call over before I could get a word of appreciation out. Blackwell answered right away. 
 
    “Hello Mr. Archer, what can I help you with today?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and recounted the basics of what had happened. She was aware of the nature of our polyamorous relationship, since she found it curious that a regular friend would be helping pay for a lawyer. It wasn’t that it never happened, but it was more likely for family and significant others to help out. Freya was sure to clarify for Lily’s sake that she was just a friend who happened to share the same boyfriend, not that Mrs. Blackwell cared either way. 
 
    “Can you take a picture of the order and send it to me?” she asked expectantly. 
 
    “I can when I get home. I just left work ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Please do that. Just send it to the office line, and my secretary will forward the image to me. Once I look over it, I’ll contact the judge responsible for the emergency order and see what can be done.” She took a deep breath. “Honestly, this measure seems a little extreme, given the circumstances. This case hasn’t even officially gone to trial and Ms. Dodson hasn’t had any prior convictions.” 
 
    “So, you think we can get the order revoked?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    She took another deep breath. “I’ll have to see what it says first. I can’t promise anything. This is a very unique case, and the James Willard Act complicates everything. It’s the most notorious anti-civil rights law in existence, and there’s no motion to make any changes to the status quo, because cases like these come up so rarely.” 
 
    “Well, if you can’t get it appealed, then can you try to get the judge to make an exception for me at least?” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. “If he or she has made this decision based on safety concerns, then the judge likely won’t make exceptions for specific people. Either it’s safe for everyone or no one. At least, that’s how the judge will view it.” 
 
    “It’s safe for me,” I reassured her. 
 
    “Because you can regenerate?” she wondered curiously. “You can still die though. I doubt that argument–” 
 
    I cut her off. “You’ll need to file form DP 424A.” I was hesitant to pursue this route, because someone like her would think I was crazy if I shared my secret, even in a world full of strange abilities. But if it was the only way to allow me to continue seeing Lily for the next month… 
 
    She paused again. “The Data Protection release paperwork?” she repeated incredulously, already knowing about the form. “Why? How is that supposed to help?” 
 
    “Because it will give you access to my date of birth,” I paused. “And my true superpower.” 
 
    “Your true power?” she stammered. “It’s not regeneration?” 
 
    I took another deep breath, hoping this didn’t come back to bite me in the ass later, because Blaze’s proximity to this case might lead to him finding out. Normally, I wouldn’t think that was possible, but his god-like status as the top superhero had already allowed him to do things not permissible for a normal person. “It’s more than that,” I finally admitted. “I do regenerate. But I’m also two-hundred and twenty years old, and it is literally impossible for me to die. I’m immortal.” 
 
    Mrs. Blackwell was completely silent for several minutes. 
 
    I finally spoke up again. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” she responded loudly, before lowering her voice. “Umm. I’ll go ahead and file form 424A, but if what you say is true, your age alone might not be enough, and even if it does list your superpower as immortal…” She paused. “Just how immortal are we talking? If someone shot you with a gun, would you survive?” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Not to gross you out, but my body has been reduced down to a skeleton before, and I was perfectly fine.” 
 
    “So…you can’t die?” she repeated, again sounding incredulous. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Not even from a nuclear bomb?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    “I used to climb into my friend’s resonator to get his radiation meter,” I confirmed. “It’s the newer model that can’t be shut down completely.” 
 
    “And you survived?” Her voice was becoming more strained. She was so stunned, that it sounded like she was beginning to have a mental breakdown from this shift in her reality. The idea that someone immortal actually existed was unnerving to some people. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t be talking to you if I hadn’t,” I replied with a chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    She was quiet for a moment again. “Well, I’ll file the form to see if the judge will make an exception for you – at least, in the event we can’t appeal the order altogether. However, honestly, this is a little difficult to believe. Even if the information confirms what you’re saying, the idea that you really can’t die just seems…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I assumed she was probably going to say ‘crazy,’ or something similar, but didn’t want to offend me. I cleared my throat. “At the very least, I’ve been living with her for almost a full year now. Shouldn’t I have the freedom to make that decision?” 
 
    “Yes, well, at the very least, I doubt Ms. Rosetti’s daughter will be allowed to be around Ms. Dodson for the time being.” 
 
    “Just do what you can,” I pressed. “I’m just now about to pull onto our street, so I’ll be sending you an image of the court order in the next five or ten minutes.” 
 
    She agreed, and I disconnected the call to let her get to work on her end. When I pulled up to the house, I saw Lily peering out of the front window. I scanned the area with my second-sight, to ensure the police didn’t have someone waiting around to catch her breaking the new probation rules, and then ran up to the house. 
 
    Lily opened the door with the letter in her hand, her face puffy and red from crying. I ignored the paper for the time being, and wrapped her in my arms in the doorway. She reciprocated the hug, wrapping her own arms tightly around my neck. After a minute of quietly reassuring her with my presence, I rubbed her on the back, and kissed her cheek as I pulled away. 
 
    She handed me the letter with a sniffle, and then wiped the tears from her eyes with both hands. It had a burnt mark on the edge where her hand must have nearly caught it on fire. I snapped a picture of the page, explaining that I was sending it to our lawyer, and then quickly scanned through the jargon in an attempt to understand the details of this knew restriction. 
 
    After a moment, Lily spoke up with another sniffle, her voice sounding hoarse. “What does it say?” she wondered. 
 
    I was quiet for just a moment longer, before answering. “Well, this looks like a 72-hour emergency order, which means this new restriction isn’t permanent yet. And…” I read over a certain passage once more to make sure I understood it correctly. “They said it in a ridiculously complicated way, but basically minors are not allowed to be on your property at all, and adults aren’t allowed to be in your home for longer than one hour per day.” 
 
    Lily took a deep breath. “So then, I can technically have visitors?” 
 
    “Umm…” I paused for a moment. “It looks like it can only be family.” 
 
    She groaned in annoyance. “But you count, right?” she wondered. “Since we’re engaged?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s not very clear on that part.” 
 
    “Why can’t they just write it in plain English?” she snapped in annoyance. “And how am I supposed to keep kids off my property?” she continued, gesturing in the air around her. 
 
    Unlike Freya and myself, who lived in subdivisions, Lily’s house was built in a field off a side road. And, while she didn’t have any close neighbors – at least, not within shouting distance – her property didn’t have a fence either. She had never had a problem with trespassers previously, but I knew she was suggesting that anyone could walk onto her property without her permission. 
 
    And, she was also suggesting that it shouldn’t be her fault if someone did so. 
 
    However, unfortunately, that’s why good house insurance was necessary, because someone harmed on your property could sue, even if they were trespassing. And while trespassers might lose the case, the legal system was more lenient with children, which meant Blaze could possibly get Lily in trouble with this new restriction by simply paying a kid to knock on her front door. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted after a moment. “And I don’t know how they are going to ensure you’re compliant either. The only thing I can think of is them showing up in the middle of the night to make sure no one else is here, but–” 
 
    “Nooo…” Lily groaned in annoyance. 
 
    “But they can’t honestly expect you to answer your door at two or three in the morning. I mean, there comes a point where this is harassment.” 
 
    “He’s doing this on purpose,” she unexpectedly disclosed. 
 
    “Well, yeah, that much is obvious,” I agreed. “Clearly, he’s screwing with us. Maybe he thinks if we are out of the house, then it will weaken our relationship or something stupid like that.” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes becoming more strained as she met my gaze. “No Sam. I mean, he’s trying to blackmail me. He told me that all these problems would go away if I’d have sex with him.” 
 
    I gawked at her, rage quickly overtaking my shock. “He actually said that?!” I yelled, prompting her to flinch. I quickly lowered my voice to a hiss. “That bastard!” 
 
    Her expression became pained. “His actual words were that I should invite him over for dinner, but I think it’s pretty obvious he’s not just after a meal and some chit-chat.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, wrapping my arms around her again. She moved her arms to my waist this time, burying her head underneath my chin. 
 
    So then, this emergency order was more than just getting Freya and myself out of the house – it was blackmail. Just how far was this guy willing to go? Was he going to get her thrown in jail if he didn’t get his way? From what I could tell, that was exactly what he was planning. It was either Lily do what he wanted, or else he’d continue to make her life miserable. 
 
    Truthfully, this blackmail wasn’t much different than sexual assault. Sure, if Lily agreed to his terms, then it might seem like she was willing. But in reality, consent couldn’t be given under terms of coercion, meaning a ‘yes’ wasn’t legally a ‘yes’ if coercion was involved. I doubted Blaze would ever be so bold as to actually sexual assault her – no doubt he would want to be able to claim that she agreed to it – but this wasn’t really any different. In fact, it was the same, and the only reason why he might get away with it is because of his reputation. 
 
    Stupid bastard. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “You know, if he wasn’t so famous, I’d probably just kill the bastard and be done with it before this escalates anymore.” 
 
    Lily sighed heavily. “I’d feel horrible if you did though,” she admitted. “He’s definitely an ass, but he has saved a lot of lives over the years. And while he is a bastard, he hasn’t technically done anything too horrible.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Just blackmailing you for sex and making our lives miserable,” I retorted, wondering if the reason Lily didn’t think coercion for sex was ‘too horrible’ was because she had become accustomed to seeing that kind of thing in the modeling industry. At least, I felt like most people would recognize the seriousness of this type of blackmail. 
 
    “Sounds pretty horrible to me,” I added, not wanting to question her thinking while she was upset. 
 
    She nodded in agreement against my upper chest. “Yeah, but this whole problem is all my fault. I should have been more discrete when burning that warehouse. I had never really seen what I could do before, so I let my power get the better of me. I shouldn’t have been showing off at a time like that.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. We had no idea they would assume it was you, and really they wouldn’t have anything if it wasn’t for this witness who identified you. Not to mention, your part in all this is completely separate from what Blaze is doing, which is definitely sexual harassment, though I doubt anyone would believe us if we complained about it. Either way, you can’t blame yourself for his actions.” 
 
    I felt Lily’s grip tighten around my waist when I mentioned the witness. 
 
    I pulled my upper body away slightly to try to look down at her, wondering what was suddenly on her mind. She met my gaze hesitantly, and the look in her eyes made me figure it out. 
 
    No witness, meant no case. 
 
    “The witness…” I said out loud. 
 
    Lily cringed. “You can’t Sam. They’re just an innocent bystander.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, but my thoughts were elsewhere. I had already contemplated what I would do to save Lily’s life, and the answer was anything. If someone held a gun to Lily’s head and demanded I kill some random person, I couldn’t imagine a reality where I wouldn’t do it – not when Lily’s life was on the line. 
 
    I certainly wouldn’t feel right about it. If anything, it would make me sick to kill someone who hadn’t done anything wrong. But if it came down to Lily or them, two seemingly impossible choices, I couldn’t live with myself watching Lily die. 
 
    Who could stand there and let their loved one be killed right before their eyes? 
 
    I was sure there were many who might claim they would take the high road – that they would let their loved one be killed so that they didn’t soil their own hands. But when it came down to it, many would do whatever was demanded of them to keep their loved one safe and alive. 
 
    I knew the law at least acknowledge that truth, with duress being a legitimate defense against serious crimes. However, this situation being presented to me was definitely different, while simultaneously the same. 
 
    If the case went to trial, then we might as well assume that they were holding a gun to Lily’s head, with the only option to avoid them pulling the trigger being the inability of the witness to testify. Except, duress wouldn’t be a defense in this situation, since the ones holding the gun was the law themselves. 
 
    But would I really kill the witness to protect Lily? To keep her alive? 
 
    I took a deep breath, preparing myself for that possibility. 
 
    Innocent bystander or not, Lily honestly hadn’t done anything wrong, other than defend herself. And while she did still have a problem with controlling her fire, she was getting better all the time. In ten years, she might even have complete control over her ability – assuming she was allowed to live that long. 
 
    So in the end, it was one innocent life or another. It was either Lily’s life, or this stranger’s life. If the case went to trial, then either she would die, or they would. I didn’t see any alternatives, and it was my choice to choose. Because I had to choose. Not doing anything was the same as choosing to let Lily die. 
 
    The situation wouldn’t be so dire if it weren’t for the James Willard Act. But because of that law, we couldn’t trust a ‘not guilty’ verdict. 
 
    “We’ll just run away,” Lily unexpectedly reminded me, pulling me out of my train of thought. She must have realized from my expression what I was contemplating. 
 
    I had forgotten that was an option too. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “If the case goes to trial, then we’ll just run away.” 
 
    However, was that really the best option? After all, if we did run away, more people might end up dying that way, especially if the police tried to stop us. And that decision would likely put us on the run forever. Anytime someone discovered who we were, those innocent people would likely have to die to keep the secret. So even that option had its problems. It was either kill one innocent person now, or potentially kill hundreds later. 
 
    Was there any way to escape this mess without a bloodbath? 
 
    If only real life could be so forgiving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14: Revealing Their True Colors 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    July 28, 2734 – 1 Day Later – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    Lexi didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want any part of the situation. 
 
    But she didn’t have a choice. 
 
    It was either do what Blaze wanted or else her sister would suffer the consequences. If Blaze was only going to hurt Lexi, then she probably would have refused to help, even as afraid as she was. But she couldn’t tolerate seeing her sister being broken to the point of near death, which was why she had felt helpless to intervene whenever Blaze brought a new girl home. 
 
    Not that she could actually stop him anyway. No one told Blaze ‘no.’ 
 
    But this was different. Blaze had never done something so bold before, and he was arrogant to think this girl would keep her mouth shut. But then again, who would believe her? 
 
    Who would believe that the perfect Blaze King Maddox was actually a ruthless monster? 
 
    Blaze cleared his throat to get her attention. “After you disable the security cameras, you can go home. There’s no reason for you to hang around in this forsaken dump of a city.” 
 
    Lexi only nodded weakly, stepping away from her red Ferrari to ensure she didn’t accidentally damage her car in the process. And she definitely didn’t want to damage Blaze’s car, parked beside hers off the side of a backroad. Really, this city wasn’t much different from where she currently lived, but for some reason Blaze had taken a special disliking to this one in particular for some reason. 
 
    She suspected it was because of this girl who had rejected him so vehemently. 
 
    Lexi’s hands trembled as she held them up in front of herself, her palms facing each other. An arc of electricity instantly jumped between her fingers, before the sparks disappeared, replaced by a low hum. The sound increased in volume slowly, not because she couldn’t do it faster, but because she was hesitant. She didn’t want to do this. 
 
    But she didn’t have a choice. 
 
    ‘Please forgive me,’ she whispered to herself, her eyes beginning to fill with tears. 
 
    In one swift motion, she flicked her wrists outward, sending a wave of invisible energy towards the solitary house at the edge of an empty field not far away. 
 
    Nothing noticeable happened, since the weak electromagnetic pulse didn’t affect the resonator powering the house, but she had no doubt the job was done. Anything electronic would be fried. Phones, cameras, appliances – all destroyed. The only thing that might still be working was the lights. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she felt Blaze’s warm hand appear on the back of her neck, his massive fingers curling around loosely. Panic erupted in her chest, knowing death was only a slight twisting of his wrist away. 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you at home,” he said in a cold tone. It sounded threatening, as if he was warning her that she better not have messed up disabling the security cameras, or else there would be consequences later. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lexi croaked, with a last-ditch effort at trying to prevent what was about to befall this poor girl. 
 
    Those fingers tightened just slightly around her neck. 
 
    “The cameras are disabled of course,” Lexi continued in a panicked rush. “But she might say something. This isn’t like the other girls who have come home with you willingly.” 
 
    She felt like she was going to collapse from fear as those fingers tightened ever so slightly more. 
 
    “She won’t say anything,” he barked out with a humorless laugh. “Now run on home, before I decide to use you as my play thing tonight instead.” 
 
    Lexi cringed, wondering if she would really press for that in order to protect this stranger. But there was no point in even trying, because she knew Blaze well enough to know he didn’t give up once he had set his eyes on someone. He was a true predator, and he wouldn’t let his prey escape him no matter what. His threat to break Lexi instead was in no way a suggestion that he might leave this girl alone. 
 
    But she still hated herself, even though there was nothing she could do to stop him. 
 
    The moment Blaze released her from his grip, she carefully slipped into her vehicle and told the AI to take her home. She hugged her knees in the front seat, trembling, while the vehicle drove on autopilot, doing her best to not think about what was probably occurring in that moment. 
 
    After a few minutes, it became too much for her gut, and she quickly urged the AI to pull over. 
 
    She barely got the door open in time before she vomited bile all over the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Midnight 
 
      
 
    This was it. The moment we had been waiting for. 
 
    Freya and I had no idea we would have been cutting it so close though. Even after all the nonsense with the emergency order, we knew we couldn’t afford to miss out on discovering information on the real threat in our lives. 
 
    Thus, I had still invited Nick over the previous night, and after Freya read his thoughts, we discovered that the supposed August meeting date had been pushed up to the very next day, which meant we had read his mind just in time. 
 
    When Nick had claimed that he would be visiting Zoey’s parents Saturday night, in reality he was meeting with the contact from the shadow company – the date with Zoey’s parents was actually Sunday night. Nick had just flip-flopped the dates when lying to me in order to have a valid reason for not hanging out either evening. After all, not wanting to get drunk wasn’t really a great excuse for a Saturday night like it was for Sunday. 
 
    However, what was even more shocking, was that he intended to tell them ‘no.’ 
 
    Yep, apparently Nick had decided enough was enough. 
 
    When he had first agreed to keep tabs on me, I was just a stranger to him then. However, in his mind, we had become sincere friends over the course of the last three years, and he had finally decided he didn’t want to be a part of this shady business anymore. 
 
    He would have told the contact sooner, but they always sent messages discretely in such a manner that Nick couldn’t respond. This would be his only chance to have a two-way dialogue with a representative of the organization. 
 
    They were meeting in an alleyway amongst some abandoned buildings on the edge of the city, with Freya and myself discretely hiding on one of the rooftops towards one end of the alley. We were both out of sight though, me being able to see Nick standing in the middle of the narrow passage with my second-sight, while Freya used her third eye to peer right through the obstacles. 
 
    I just let her hold my hand, so she could silently drink from my wrist every three minutes to reactivate her eye. While the slitted third eye had even sharper vision than her other two, it overall functioned like a normal eye when not activated. 
 
    Technically, Freya could have come here alone with some blood bags, so that I could watch over Lily from a distance in my car, but we knew the shadow company should have no idea that Lily was home alone. Not to mention, it hadn’t been them who had tried to get Lily killed in the first place – that had been all John. 
 
    And John had sincerely been a threat that Freya might not have been able to handle on her own without me there. Which meant, it was either watch over Lily, who had cameras as deterrents to something bad happening, or go with Freya who might sincerely need my help surviving a battle with this mysterious contact, depending on their superpower. 
 
    Freya had considered hiring a private security firm to watch over Lily, but in the end we knew that in the unlikely event that someone with a lethal superpower were to go after her, then ‘people’ would be no more deterrents than security cameras, since people could be killed easily. If anything, they were less effective, because cameras could talk after being destroyed, the video feed being uploaded online in real-time, whereas people could not. 
 
    Not to mention, the security firm would likely ask too many questions we didn’t want to answer. 
 
    We weren’t sure how Nick’s contact was going to respond to him declining, but we assumed that after the meeting was over, our best plan of action would be to jump the person once Nick was out of sight. I could then knock the contact out with a smack to the head using an astral limb, and Freya would read their mind. 
 
    We wanted to avoid killing them, so the organization didn’t become suspicious, and we hoped the individual wouldn’t report the seemingly harmless attack, since it might get them in unnecessary trouble. 
 
    The worst-case scenario was that the person might attack Nick, but he was so strong – even stronger than Freya – that we weren’t worried about him defending himself against most people. However, that would then leave us with its own problem. If the shadow company had decided to kill Nick, they would probably keep sending people after him until the job was done. And while my friend was technically a top-tier super, he wasn’t immortal. 
 
    “Come on,” Nick’s nasally voice echoed throughout the empty alleyway. It was obvious he was getting impatient. I noticed he didn’t have his glasses, which I found a little confusing. I wasn’t sure how he could see without his glasses, since supposedly they didn’t make contacts strong enough to fix his eyesight. Granted, technically it was him who had told me that… 
 
    We had all been waiting for almost an hour for this mystery person to show up. It was about midnight now, possibly even past it, and the wait was making both Freya and me anxious. 
 
    We had left Rose with Lily, even despite the emergency court order that forbid anyone from living with her for the time being. We doubted anyone would actually show up in the middle of the night to ensure Lily was compliant, and Rose could always hide if needed, but it still felt risky. 
 
    Granted, I figured that was just my paranoia trying to creep in, because the chances of something happening in the couple of hours that we would be gone were slim. 
 
    So, we knew it would probably be fine, but the longer this took the more likely that type of situation might come up. I knew Rose was amazing at hiding, with Lily and Freya both having played hide-and-seek with her and failed to find her most of the time without cheating, but I couldn’t help but worry that we would return to Lily’s place only to find that she had been arrested again, with Rose in permanent police custody. After all, intentionally endangering a child was a serious issue that might result in a parent losing custody of their children, even if Rose wasn’t technically in danger around Lily. 
 
    I desperately wanted to check my phone to make sure they were still safely at home, but I couldn’t risk it making any sounds while we were on this stealth mission. Both of us had our phones completely turned off, since even a phone on silent might make noise under certain circumstances, like a low battery alert or city-pushed emergency alert. 
 
    Still, I was glad we had all the security cameras installed in the house, several of which were out-of-sight. While cameras of course couldn’t stop anything from happening, their existence was a great deterrent for a lot of crime. Because, even if the cameras were destroyed, it was impossible to destroy the evidence of who destroyed them. 
 
    I gently squeezed Freya’s hand when I caught movement in my second-sight, pointing discretely in the appropriate direction at the other end of the alleyway. Freya’s third eye immediately focused as she lifted my wrist to her dagger-like teeth to reset her timer. 
 
    A man in black jeans and a black hooded sweatshirt stopped at the entrance, catching sight of Nick and then promptly heading in his direction. There had been a few vehicles that had passed by, but no people had been walking around. Nick noticed as well just a moment later. 
 
    “About time,” he scoffed quietly in annoyance. His voice carried, so I suspected the guy heard too. 
 
    “Hey man,” the stranger called out to him. 
 
    Nick straightened up, raising his voice. “I want out,” he announced. “I don’t want any part of this anymore, so you can find someone else to do your dirty work.” 
 
    The man paused, his head visibly cocking to the side slightly. “You want out?” he repeated. 
 
    “That’s right,” Nick confirmed, his posture becoming defensive. “I’m not helping you guys anymore.” 
 
    The stranger seemed to size Nick up for a moment before laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” my friend sneered. 
 
    “Hey man, I think you’ve got the wrong guy. I just saw you standing there and thought you might be looking for drugs. I’ve got some good stuff if you’re interested.” 
 
    I had to resist the urge to smack my forehead with my hand. Dammit. This wasn’t the contact. 
 
    “Oh,” Nick replied simply, taken aback. “Umm, no thanks. I’m here to meet someone.” 
 
    “Think your friend might want drugs?” the man continued. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Nah, trust me. He won’t be interested.” 
 
    The guy shrugged, turning back around. “Whatever then. If you change your mind, let me know. My corner’s just down the street.” 
 
    “Sure man,” Nick replied. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance, both annoyed by the false alarm. 
 
    We continued to wait for at least another fifteen minutes, with no new activity occurring. A couple of times Nick commented to himself about just going home, but he ended up sticking around. I was sure it must definitely be after midnight by now. I didn’t know exactly how much time had passed, since I usually used my phone to check the time, but it felt like we had been waiting for a minimum of an hour and a half. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a vehicle passing on the road screeched to a halt just past the entrance to the alleyway. They were out of sight from Nick, but I could see them just fine with my second-sight. There was a man in the backseat, dressed in a fancy light-gray suit along with a matching fedora hat and sunglasses – yes, sunglasses at nighttime. Given the man’s apparent wealth, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they were night vision sunglasses. They were ridiculously expensive, but this guy looked like he could afford them. 
 
    The driver was twisting around in his seat, looking especially apologetic. A moment later, the back door popped open, and the driver’s voice could be heard carrying down the alley. 
 
    “Sorry boss. I thought it was the next road.” 
 
    The man in the suit ignored him as he climbed out and slammed the door shut with a grumble. Nick seemed on edge as he waited for someone to come in sight. Freya and I were also both a little on edge, confident this was finally the right guy. 
 
    The man strode down the walkway and entered the alley like he owned the place. And honestly, the way he was dressed, maybe he did own the place. Granted, I wasn’t sure there was much value in owning this part of town. At least, not if he dabbled in legitimate businesses. If his business was of a more illegal nature, then this place might be a great coverup location. 
 
    “Nick Parker?” the new stranger called out when he rounded the corner. 
 
    My friend hesitated for a moment. “Umm. Yeah, that’s me.” He paused. “And, you are?” 
 
    “No questions Nick,” he replied in a casual tone, quickly repeating himself. “No questions.” The man stopped about twenty feet away and slid his hands in his pockets, just staring for a moment. “So about our previous assignment,” he finally continued. “We want you to back off for now.” 
 
    “Back off?” Nick repeated. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    The man continued to stare – his sunglasses making it impossible for someone like Nick to perceive what his eyes were doing. After a second, he cleared his throat. “I suppose you don’t understand the concept of no questions. What I said isn’t complicated Nick. Back off. Stop your assigned tasks until we say otherwise.” 
 
    “Is this because John died?” Nick wondered. 
 
    Another long stare. 
 
    Nick finally shifted his weight awkwardly. “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway.” He stood up straighter and crossed his small arms. “I’m done. I don’t want to be a part of this anymore.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the man wondered, seeming unconcerned by Nick’s comment. 
 
    “Yes,” Nick replied through his teeth. “And I think you should leave Sam alone. From what I can tell, he’s a good guy.” 
 
    “That so?” the man repeated, appearing uninterested now as he pulled out his hands to pick at his nails. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nick confirmed. “And if you don’t leave him alone, then I’ll tell him what’s going on,” he threatened. 
 
    “Ah, I see.” The contact sounded like he was talking to a child now. “Well, that’s too bad. Too bad indeed. You’re a pretty tough guy, you know? Such a waste.” 
 
    Nick’s body stiffened. Obviously, he was preparing for a fight. 
 
    “I bet Zoey Harmon is going to love being my new pet after you’re out of the picture. I’ll be sure to break–” 
 
    Nick erupted from his spot on the ground with such force that the concrete beneath his feet exploded into a crater, the force reaching the walls and caving in sections as he bolted down the alleyway, covering the short distance in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I knew Nick was strong, but I had never considered that his strength also translated directly into speed. 
 
    The man didn’t even have time to budge. 
 
    And he likely would have become a pile of minced bone and flesh, like someone hitting a brick wall at a hundred miles per hour, were it not for the fact that Nick passed right through the man’s body. 
 
    Nick’s initial horizontal jump was so powerful that he flew straight across the street and slammed into the next building over, breaking through the concrete wall as if it was made of toy blocks. It didn’t take him long to recover though. The moment he had come to a complete stop, he began running back down towards the alley. 
 
    Except, running was an understatement. Nick cleared the gap in less than a second, his feet leaving massive craters with each powerful step. 
 
    The man only grinned as Nick passed through him again, except this time Nick lost his footing and faceplanted into the ground, creating another crater as he did a scorpion with his feet arching into the air until only his face was touching the pavement. He then kept going, flipping at full speed, twisting to his side as he rolled chaotically down the alley. 
 
    However, even despite the hard fall, he didn’t seem harmed on the outside, so I was a little surprised when he didn’t get up. 
 
    But then I saw it. 
 
    Nick’s diaphragm was twitching inside his body, the muscle acting like it was paralyzed, his lungs unable to expand to take in a breath. 
 
    “Sam,” Freya whispered next to me, likely having seen what was happening too. 
 
    I clenched my teeth without meeting her gaze. We really couldn’t risk killing this guy, but I also couldn’t just let Nick die. In the end, he hadn’t actually done anything that bad, and he was against it now… 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    The assailant was walking up to Nick again, seeming prepared to finish the job. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    I shot out an astral limb and tried to knock the guy out. 
 
    Instead, my limb went right through him just like Nick had done. 
 
    The man instantly looked shocked, urgently looking around for whatever he had just felt pass through him. 
 
    So then, this guy really couldn’t be harmed by a physical force. But he had to have an astral form. When I had practiced on chickens, it was either hit the physical body, pass through both harmlessly, or slice through both. But with this guy, there must be a distinction since I couldn’t seem to harm his physical body. 
 
    I formed my astral limb into a blade and gave it one last-ditch effort to kill the bastard, attempting to slice through his astral form much like I had done when breaking the connection between Lily and her kidnapper. 
 
    Without a word, without a sound, the man dropped dead as his astral form was sliced in two. 
 
    Nick’s muscle paralysis seemed to release at the same moment of his death. 
 
    “Shit Sam!” Freya exclaimed, leaping to her feet and jumping right off the roof. 
 
    I gaped at her for a moment, before following after, landing a little more gracefully by using my astral limbs. 
 
    Nick was now sitting up, gawking at our sudden appearance. “Sam?” he managed in disbelief as he gasped for breath. 
 
    We both ignored him. 
 
    “I didn’t see any other way,” I whispered next to her, watching her third eye attempt to read his thoughts. I assumed she was upset that our last lead was dead, preventing her from seeing all his memories. “When I tried to knock him out, I just passed right through him,” I added. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Nick asked, sounding baffled as he attempted to get back to his feet. 
 
    We continued to ignore him. 
 
    After a moment, Freya groaned, her third eye disappearing back into her skull. I was fairly certain Nick hadn’t seen it. She finally met my gaze. “There’s nothing Sam. Either the guy was a Zen Buddhist, or else you destroyed his memories too.” 
 
    “Freya, I didn’t really have a choice. I couldn’t even hold him still. I just passed right through his body.” 
 
    She finally sighed, closing her eyes and rubbing her temples briefly, before meeting my gaze. “I know it’s not your fault Sam. I’m just annoyed. I was really hoping we would figure something out this time.” 
 
    “Umm, guys?” Nick said expectantly. 
 
    I ignored him as I replied to Freya. “I know. I was too. But there was no safe way to keep him still long enough. Even if he wasn’t about to kill Nick, it would have been dangerous to try to read his thoughts.” I was pensive then, my second-sight focusing down the alleyway. “What about the driver? Want to try him?” 
 
    “Might as well,” Freya agreed, throwing her hands into the air in annoyance. 
 
    “Are we going to kill him too?” I wondered. 
 
    She shrugged. “Depends on what he knows I guess.” 
 
    My astral limbs were already wrapping discretely around the guy’s neck, just enough to cut off his circulation. He started thrashing in the car, shocked to be choked by some invisible force, before going limp barely thirty seconds later. I pulled him out of the vehicle and hoisted him down the alley. 
 
    Nick screamed. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he exclaimed, pointing his finger at the floating man heading towards us. “What in the hell?!” 
 
    “Nick,” I snapped at him, finally giving him my attention for the first time. “We know about the people you were working with. We’ve been trying to figure out who’s in charge to take down their organization.” I paused when Freya bit into my wrist since the floating body was close enough. She was turned away though, so Nick couldn’t see her third eye. However, he blanched when he heard her teeth sink into my flesh. I continued. “Now, I’m willing to forgive you for your involvement in all this, but I’ll need you to keep your mouth shut. Understand?” 
 
    Nick gulped loudly. “Umm. Sure man. And…” He paused. “I’m sorry. I should have dropped out a lot sooner.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably good you waited until now, since you almost died and all.” 
 
    Nick rubbed his stomach subconsciously. “Umm. Yeah…” He looked over towards Freya. “I guess…Thanks for that. You really saved me there.” It looked like he was thanking her, assuming that it must have been her doing. Thus, his head snapped in my direction again when I responded. 
 
    “Sure thing man. Just–” 
 
    Freya groaned again, cutting me off. “Dammit, this bastard doesn’t know shit either!” 
 
    “Should we kill him?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    She shook her head in annoyance, her third eye disappearing before she looked up at me. “Ugh. No, just put him back. He didn’t even know who his boss was meeting with tonight.” She gritted her teeth as her gaze drifted past me towards the wall. “Dammit, these people are too good. They definitely operate on a need-to-know basis, and apparently most of their lackeys don’t need to know.” 
 
    I was already floating the man back down the alley to stick him in his car – or I supposed maybe the vehicle belonged to his boss? I had basically done a chokehold on the driver, so he would be fine once he woke up. And he would have no idea how is boss died, since there was no physical damage. 
 
    Because of the man’s superpower, he was truly the first and only person who I had managed to kill without hurting his body. 
 
    Too bad I couldn’t do that with everyone I wanted to kill. It would be a great way to get rid of the Blaze problem. Although, I knew being an asshole didn’t deserve the death penalty. And besides, if I started killing all the assholes in the world, then I’d probably end up killing people nonstop for the next fifty years. There was a good reason why almost everyone knew at least one asshole. 
 
    And if someone didn’t know an asshole, then there was a good chance it was them. 
 
    “Well,” I replied. “I know this sucks, but we’ll just have to try again next time.” 
 
    Freya nodded with a sigh. “I just hope there is a next time. They might realize something’s going on here. Might realize we know something.” She pulled out her phone as she spoke, turning it on. I assumed she was checking the security feed at Lily’s house now that we were done. At this hour, they’d probably both be sound asleep. Well, Rose might at least. Knowing Lily, she was probably still awake, worried about us unnecessarily. 
 
    I turned back towards Nick, crossing my arms. “Since this guy is dead, the organization you’ve been in contact with might try reaching out to you again. Obviously, they don’t know that you’ve decided not to work with them anymore. So, if that happens, I’d like you to meet with them just like this time. Except, we’re going to try to capture the person alive to see what they know. And for this guy, we should probably move him, so they don’t think you were involved.”  
 
    Nick nodded slowly, his mouth open as he gawked at me. He glanced at Freya again as he responded. “Err. Okay. Umm. How exactly do you plan on getting information out of them? Torture?” 
 
    I sighed heavily, a little surprised he hadn’t picked up on what was going on. Maybe he was just too stunned to follow? We hadn’t really planned on bringing Nick in on the situation, but that might really have to happen now, in order for us to pull this off successfully. However, Freya and I hadn’t discussed sharing her abilities with Nick. And I was hesitant to share mine with him too, even though he had sort of seen it in action. 
 
    It would just have to wait for another time. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later Nick. Not tonight. You should–” 
 
    “Sam,” Freya interrupted, her tone alarmed. 
 
    My head snapped in her direction. “What?” 
 
    Her hand was shaking. “The security feed. It’s not showing anything. It’s not even registering that we have security cameras.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her phone, checking it for myself. A power outage wasn’t possible, since Lily’s house was off the grid like most houses nowadays. And it was unlikely the cameras had lost their connection to the internet. Freya had added them to her phone plan, so that they could stay connected to her cell service as a backup. But she was right. They weren’t showing up at all. 
 
    I tried calling Lily. 
 
    It went straight to voicemail. 
 
    I met Freya’s gaze, seeing my own panic reflected in her expression. 
 
    Without a word, we both bolted down the alleyway, leaving Nick behind with a dumbfounded look on his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15: Sacrificial Love 
 
      
 
    Rose Rossetti 
 
    July 28, 2734 – 1 Hour Ago 
 
      
 
    Rose took a deep breath as her aunt Lily slowly rubbed her back on the couch. She was doing her best to fall asleep, but she was too excited. She had gotten used to seeing aunt Lily every day, all day. And now suddenly, she wasn’t allowed to see her at all. 
 
    Rose knew she should be a good girl and go to sleep, but she also knew that the moment she fell asleep, she would be waking up to say goodbye again. And she didn’t want to say goodbye again. Because, from what she had overheard her mommy and daddy talking about, it was possible she might not see Lily again for a whole month. She was aware that she could still see aunt Lily on her mommy’s phone, but it wasn’t the same. 
 
    She couldn’t feel her touch. She couldn’t smell her sweet scent. She couldn’t be comforted by her warmth – a warmth no one else had. 
 
    While Rose could detect the differences in normal temperatures, she hadn’t known what true warmth was until she met aunt Lily. She was never cold, but nothing ever truly felt warm either – not even blood from a body. The only reason she knew what was supposed to be warm to a normal person was because of her experience with learning how the other children defined things like hot and cold. 
 
    And while she loved her mommy and daddy, no one else could give her the same kind of heated hugs. 
 
    She wished Lily could snuggle with her all night, but she knew that was asking a lot. Aunt Lily liked sleeping with mommy and daddy too much. 
 
    Rose’s eyes popped open when she heard aunt Lily gasp. She heard her heart rate pick up too. “What’s wrong?” she wondered in concern. 
 
    Lily’s orange gaze was briefly hesitant. “Umm…it’s nothing sweetie. Your auntie just felt something really strange all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Strange?” Rose repeated, sitting upright. “I didn’t feel anything.” 
 
    “It’s alright sweetie,” Lily attempted to reassure her. “I think it was just my imagination.” 
 
    Rose instinctively knew that someone’s imagination wouldn’t make their heart rate spike. No, aunt Lily had felt something. Something Rose couldn’t feel. She strained her senses, hearing…nothing? 
 
    “All the humming is gone,” she said in surprise. 
 
    “What?” Lily asked with a confused expression. 
 
    “The humming,” Rose repeated. “From the picture frames, the refrigerator, the cameras…” She paused as she continued to strain. “It smells funny too,” she added. “Kind of burnt.” 
 
    “Burnt?” Lily repeated. After a moment, she stood up and went to grab her phone from the kitchen table. She paused in the hallway when she realized she couldn’t turn it on. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Rose announced. “I hear footsteps. Heavy footsteps.” 
 
    Lily looked up at her in surprise, just as her front door burst open. Her head snapped in that direction, only for her body to drop to the floor the moment a dart silently stabbed into her chest. 
 
    In a flash, Rose jumped from the couch and ran to Lily’s side, ready to face whatever had just come from the door. She paused just briefly when she recognized the man’s face. He seemed shocked too, although he recovered quicker. Before Rose could even budge, she felt a dart silently bury itself in her gut. 
 
    She looked down at it in surprise, feeling a wave of dizziness wash over her. 
 
    The vertigo only lasted for a moment, before Rose’s mind cleared and she looked back up at the man who had shot Lily. She took in his appearance in an instant, evaluating his cold green eyes and the scent emanating from his massive body. And that’s all it took. 
 
    She knew what a predator smelled like now, thanks to her mommy teaching her. 
 
    And she knew how she was supposed to respond to a predator now – she understood that she wasn’t being a bad girl for defending herself against a predator. Although, the truth was, if aunt Lily was in danger, then she’d be a bad girl to protect her. She didn’t need anyone to give her permission for that. 
 
    She also understood that not all predators were the same. They came in different forms, some of them appearing like nice people, with many of them being much weaker than her. 
 
    But not this man. 
 
    He was a true predator. One who she mustn’t hold back against. One who she might not be able to fend off, even with lethal force. 
 
    One who she must kill, before she was killed. 
 
    Instantly, Rose burst from her spot on the floor even as a shocked expression appeared on the monster’s face, just now registering that his sleeping dart hadn’t worked. She barreled into him with all her weight, which was barely enough for him to take a step back. 
 
    His arms smashed together like a bear trap, only to snatch nothing. Rose was already gone, having ducked down to the floor. The moment he pulled apart his arms again, she leapt straight up, slamming the top of her head into his jaw. 
 
    She felt his arms close in again, this time having her trapped, but she was all claws and fangs now. She dug into his flesh and hoisted her legs away from his grasp, flinging herself over his monstrous shoulder just as a behemoth shout erupted from his throat. 
 
    His vice grip quickly trailed after her as she slid down his back, dragging her claws through his flesh as she did so. She felt his thick fingers touch her slim ankle as he attempted to intercept her with his other hand. 
 
    She barely snatched her knee up to her chest in time, feeling the force of the air from his palm slamming shut at lightning speeds. 
 
    Rose knew she was trapped now. She knew she needed to get away in order to avoid being caught. However, if she did leap outside, there was no guarantee he would follow after her. If he was a smart predator, then all he had to do was grab Lily, and suddenly Rose would be at his mercy. 
 
    Which meant she couldn’t run away. She couldn’t regroup. She had to make this attack count, and make it count now. 
 
    She didn’t want to get hurt. She didn’t want to die. 
 
    But it was either her safety or aunt Lily’s. 
 
    And she loved Lily more than she loved herself. 
 
    Rose felt her mouth widen to its full extent as she buried her teeth into the man’s neck, reaching around to bury her claws into his throat too. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was seeing the man’s fist barreling back around towards her face. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Middle of the Night 
 
      
 
    Freya slammed on the brakes the moment we pulled up to Lily’s house. I had already leapt out of the car even before she came to a complete stop. However, with Freya’s abnormal speed, she still beat me to the broken front door, only to halt in her tracks. 
 
    “Sam!” she said in a panic, focusing on all the blood. 
 
    It was splattered everywhere. All over the floor, all over the walls. There was a ton outside too, with a trail of it leading through the grass towards the side of the house, before angling towards the road. There was also a small gun on the floor, abandoned against the wall, that looked to be a silent air gun on closer inspection. 
 
    Freya only hesitated for a moment, before leaping into the house and crouching down next to an unconscious Lily. 
 
    “She smells drugged,” she announced, pulling a small dart out of Lily’s chest. “But I think she’s okay.” She immediately looked up urgently. “Rose?!” she called out. “Rose!” she repeated without waiting for an answer. 
 
    I was already searching for her in a panic, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. She wasn’t in the house. I immediately focused my second-sight, stretching it out further, trying to scan the area for any signs of our daughter. But there was no sign of her. 
 
    Had the people responsible for cloning her discovered that she was alive? Had they kidnapped her? Would we ever see her again? 
 
    My thoughts became frantic as I spoke up. 
 
    “Freya,” I said urgently, holding out my arm. We both knew she could see much further with her third eye. 
 
    In a flash, she was sinking her teeth in. She then looked up at me with all three eyes, only to gasp almost instantly. 
 
    “Sam!” she screamed, bolting past me at full speed back out the door. 
 
    She disappeared into the darkness long before I could even begin following after her. I strained my second-sight so I didn’t lose her, only to finally catch a glimpse of what she had seen in the distance once I crossed the road. 
 
    It was a small mangled body. 
 
    Rose’s mangled body. 
 
    Instantaneously, I reached out with all nineteen of my astral limbs, burying them into the ground and using half to yank me forward while the other half shoved me away. Rapidly, my body soared through the air, and I reached Freya just after she reached Rose. 
 
    As my feet touched the ground again, I saw Freya digging her claws into her arm, shredding long lines of gore in order to force as much of her blood onto Rose’s body as possible. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    I fell down to my knees next to her, unable to comprehend what I was seeing. Unable to believe this was really happening. 
 
    The entire side of her face was smashed, her skull caved inwards, her neck twisted at an odd angle. The bones in her left arm and right leg were splintered and twisted, and every bone in her spine looked to be fractured from her neck down to the middle of her back. 
 
    Her heart wasn’t beating. 
 
    “Sam!” Freya shrieked, reaching out towards me. “My blood’s not working!” She grabbed my arm and sank her claws in, shredding down to the bone in an attempt to spill as much of my blood as possible. “Please!” she begged, urgently raking her claws down my arm again. “Please Rose! Please wake up! Please!” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, NO!” Freya screamed, raking her claws from my shoulder to my wrist a third time. 
 
    Rose’s body was soaked in my blood now, but there was still no reaction. 
 
    “Sam!” she pleaded, finally letting go and reaching down to rest her trembling hands on Rose’s limp form. “Sam!” she desperately choked out again, her entire body beginning to shake. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Rose’s skull snapped. 
 
    Then her arm popped. 
 
    Suddenly all of her bones were snapping and popping, Rose’s heart beating once with a long pause, before erupting into a pounding flurry. Instantly, her claws shot out of her fingertips, her jaw widened even as her skull was still pushing itself back out, and she began thrashing around immediately. 
 
    She caught both of us with her claws before Freya could even respond. 
 
    “Rose!” she said urgently. “It’s us! You’re safe now!” 
 
    Our daughter stopped moving after a moment, as her eyes focused on Freya. “Mommy?” she said in surprise, her face rapidly shifting to a pained expression. “Mommy!” she sobbed. 
 
    Freya quickly collected her in her arms, and I wrapped my arms around them both as well. I kissed Rose on the temple as Freya kissed her other cheek. 
 
    “Is aunt Lily okay?!” Rose asked abruptly, pushing herself away slightly. 
 
    “She’s okay,” I reassured her. “Just unconscious.” 
 
    “Rose,” Freya interrupted. “Who did this? Who attacked you?” 
 
    “That man,” she replied with a hiss, her tone filled with hatred. “He shot Lily and made her go to sleep. He shot me too, but I was okay.” 
 
    I felt my blood run cold. 
 
    “The man who took you to the police station?” Freya tried clarifying. “The one with blonde hair?” she added. 
 
    Rose nodded, her expression homicidal, matching my own. “I tried to kill him,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Is he dead?” 
 
    Freya and I both met each other’s gaze, before I responded. “I’m not sure if he’s dead,” I said between my teeth. “But, if he’s not, then he’s about to be.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement, standing up with our little girl in her arms. 
 
    Rose unexpectedly looked up at me with a pleading expression. “Daddy, I’m really hungry.” 
 
    Without hesitation, I scooped her out of her mother’s arms and began walking back to the house as Rose sank her teeth into my neck to drink along the way. 
 
    Freya tried to wake Lily up once we got back, but she was still out cold. She finally picked her up and laid her gently on the couch. Rose was done feeding now, rubbing the side of her face in my arms. As far as I could tell, her body was completely healed, but I was sure the residual sensation of having her skull crushed must be lingering. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do Sam,” Freya finally said. “We need to track him down and kill him. And we need to do it now. But I don’t want to leave Lily and Rose alone again.” 
 
    “Well, if all this blood is Blaze’s, then Rose must have hurt him pretty badly. And, while he is extremely durable, he can’t heal as far as I know. This might even be the first time he’s ever bled before, which means he’s unlikely to come back here for any reason. I mean, if he’s seriously wounded, why would he? In his mind, he’s already gotten revenge on the person responsible.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement. “Damn this stupid house arrest. It wouldn’t be a problem if we could just take Lily to my place. They’d be safe in my basement.” 
 
    “Is the ankle monitor even still working?” I wondered seriously. “If the cameras aren’t working then maybe…” 
 
    Freya was already checking, her expression hopeful for a moment, before she grimaced. “Nope. The stupid thing is still working. Whatever disabled the cameras didn’t work on this.” 
 
    “Aunt Lily’s phone is dead too,” Rose chimed in. “Everything died just before he showed up. Just like when everyone’s cars died on the day we met.” 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    It was Blaze all along! And if he was the one responsible for the massive accident on the underground interstate, then just what else was he responsible for? Did it end there? Or was that just the tip of the iceberg? 
 
    As far as I knew, Blaze had no idea I was immortal. Which meant the car accident was an attempt to kill off ‘Lily’s boyfriend’ so that he could be there for her when she found out her beloved was dead. And if tonight was any indication, then he hadn’t taken kindly to being rejected by her. He knew she couldn’t leave the house, and he had forced everyone who lived with her out of her home for a minimum of three days, only to try attacking her in the middle of the night. 
 
    The bastard was trying to assault Lily in her own home. 
 
    I looked down at Rose in my arms, trying to hold back the murderous rage I felt inside of me. “Rose sweetie, I really don’t want to leave you alone again, but we need to finish the job you started.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement, pulling herself up to give me a quick peck on the cheek before wiggling out of my arms. “I’ll protect aunt Lily if anyone comes by again.” 
 
    Freya looked torn for a moment, before nodding. She handed her still functioning phone to Rose as she spoke to me. “Sam, can you try to make your astral trailing ability work?” 
 
    I made a face as I turned to look at the blood on the floor. I still had no idea why it worked sometimes and didn’t work others. Not to mention, I had experienced that weird sensation right before the car accident, which allowed us to avoid being in it. Was it based on what I was searching for? Did I have to be personally involved? 
 
    I wasn’t sure. But I had to try. 
 
    I considered that something significant had just happened here. Considered that Blaze had just been here. 
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    I twisted around briefly to see Rose lying on the couch, with Lily sitting against her small form, gently rubbing her back with a small smile as she stared at Rose’s peaceful expression. Unexpectedly, Lily looked up urgently, her eyes wide as she stared at the wall. Rose’s eyes popped open in response. 
 
    I tried to speed up what I was seeing, and suddenly the front door was bursting open just as Lily was walking from the kitchen back to the living room with her phone. 
 
    And there he was. 
 
    Blaze, with a cold expression, his eyes hard as steel. He already had the dart gun held up. 
 
    Lily dropped to the ground and Rose appeared in the hallway, the skin around her eyes beginning to turn gray. The dart that hit her seemed to have no effect at all, and Rose pulled it out just as her entire body transformed into what looked like a wingless, tailless dragon. However, unlike Freya, her face wasn’t fully transformed, still appearing humanoid, and she still only had two eyes. 
 
    I knew Rose had a third eye like her mother, so I assumed it must not be fully developed yet at her age. Either that or she just didn’t know how to use it. 
 
    By the time Rose was clinging to Blaze’s back, she had left ribbons of blood all along his chest and across his shoulder, all before stabbing her claws into the side of his neck as she dug her teeth in. 
 
    I cringed when I saw Blaze punch her in the face, her head jerking backwards sickeningly as she flopped to the ground. The force of the punch probably would have been enough to send her flying on its own, but her anchored claws kept her from going far, only serving to injure Blaze more. He fell to one knee, coughing up blood as he grasped for his neck, trying to stop the bleeding. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how he was even still alive. Although, it did appear that Rose had missed both jugular veins, but still… 
 
    The bastard finally collected himself and turned around, grabbing Rose’s limp body by an arm and a leg, crushing her bones in his grasp as he chucked her away into the distance. 
 
    I quickly decided that I didn’t want to see her landing, knowing it would probably be a haunting sight as her small body smashed into the ground and rolled to a stop like a rag doll. 
 
    As Blaze began walking away, I finally turned back to Freya. 
 
    My expression must have said it all, because Freya’s voice was hoarse as she spoke up. “Ready?” she asked quietly. 
 
    I didn’t respond though, instead quickly closing the gap and bending down to wrap Rose up in my arms again. “I love you so much,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you. I’m sorry I didn’t keep my promise to always protect you.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but her tight hug reassured me. 
 
    I kissed her on the cheek and gave her one last squeeze, before pulling away. I really didn’t want to leave them, but we had to end this once and for all. 
 
    I spoke up again, looking at Freya. “Take Lily to the bedroom so she and Rose can at least be behind a locked door. I’ll meet you out in the car.” 
 
    Freya did so immediately, before giving Rose one last hug and kiss too. She then turned off the living room and dining room lights, so that the mess wasn’t visible from the road. Once she climbed back into the driver’s seat, I gave her directions on where Blaze was headed. He had climbed into an extremely expensive looking blue car, and it took off on autopilot. 
 
    We quickly followed after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16: In a Dark Place 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    July 29, 2734 – 1 Hour Ago 
 
      
 
    Lexi curled over the toilet as her body heaved, her insides being wrung dry, her throat on fire as bile forced its way out. She coughed violently, feeling like she was choking to death, almost wishing someone would just choke her to death and put her out of her misery. 
 
    She had never hated herself to this extent in her entire life. 
 
    She already hated herself, loathing that she was too weak to escape this hell, but it was too much now. This was the tipping point. She could feel her soul shattering, feel her mind traveling down a path she might never return from. 
 
    The guilt was too much. The pain was too much. 
 
    She couldn’t live like this any longer, and yet she couldn’t kill herself either, leaving her sister behind forever. 
 
    She was truly trapped in hell. 
 
    And yet, she needed an out. Something to mask the anguish in her heart. After a second, she realized what she was going to do. It wouldn’t make it better. It wouldn’t make it right. But if that girl… 
 
    No, she knew her name. She just didn’t want to say it out loud. It felt more personal calling her by her name, but it was wrong of her to try to make it impersonal. If she was going to suffer… 
 
    If Lily, was going to suffer, then she would suffer with her, as penance for a crime she could never truly atone for. 
 
    Just as Lexi stood up with determination in her thoughts – determination to hurt herself – she heard the front door slam shut. And it really slammed this time, shaking the entire mansion. 
 
    Panic dug its claws into her chest, as she rushed to brush her teeth to hide the scent of bile. She barely got halfway through rinsing her mouth out when the front door slammed a second time. 
 
    And then it dawned on her. 
 
    Blaze must have forgotten the electronic keycard to the warehouse where Heidi was being kept. She realized Lily must be in his car right now, broken and lifeless. 
 
    “She’s going to be okay,” Lexi told herself, her knuckles white as she curled her hands into fists on the counter. “She won’t remember what happened. And there will be no physical trace after Heidi…” 
 
    She dug her fingernails into her palms. 
 
    Just because she wouldn’t remember didn’t make it any better. It was still just as horrible. Still just as wrong. 
 
    Lexi felt her determination resurface, as she stood up straight. There was a time in her life when she looked down on those who mutilated themselves, perceiving them as being weak. As being pathetic. 
 
    But now she understood. There was suffering so agonizing that you’d be willing to do anything to escape it, if only for a brief time. And there was guilt so consuming that you’d be willing to do anything to punish yourself for your crimes. 
 
    Anything. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Middle of the Night 
 
      
 
    Once we took an exit to enter one of the underground interstates, we realized Blaze must have gone back to the city he lived in, which was almost an hour drive away. We suspected he might have a private doctor there who could patch him up. We doubted he would be in any shape to put up much of a fight once we caught up to him, even given his strength and durability. Rose had gotten him pretty good. 
 
    Freya was the first one to break the silence. “Sorry about your arm,” she whispered almost inaudibly. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I responded sincerely. “I’d rather you had done worse and Rose be alive than the alternative.” 
 
    She nodded once, her eyes tight. 
 
    We were both quiet for a few minutes before I spoke again. “So, is there a reason why your blood didn’t work?” I wondered. 
 
    She took a deep breath, and leaned back in her seat a little. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “My blood doesn’t taste good, so maybe that’s why.” She paused, but quickly continued when she saw me giving her a confused look from the corner of her eye. “I mean, I can’t drink animal blood, which also doesn’t taste good. My blood must be the same to me. My body uses up whatever nutrition I get from human blood, which means I probably wouldn’t be able to feed Rose like you do. We would both have to drink from blood bags if we didn’t have you.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, and we ended up falling silent again. 
 
    I knew we still had a long drive ahead of us, so I decided to try to make small talk, so we weren’t just sitting in silence the whole way. Neither of us were bothered by the silence, but I figured now wasn’t a great time to get locked away in our own thoughts. “I guess we’ll have to be careful with having Lily too close to Rose if she has a bad dream or something.” I paused, trying to force a smile. “She really got us both really good with her claws when she woke up.” I was intentionally trying to avoid calling it what it was – coming back to life. Because Rose had been dead. Very dead. 
 
    Freya tried smiling too, reaching up to where there was a gash in her black shirt just below her breast. The wound was gone of course, but the memory prompted the gesture. 
 
    I felt my gaze lingering there for a moment, but not for the usual reasons. I almost had to do a double-take after a second. “Hey,” I finally said. “Is your chest bigger?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    “So you just now finally noticed, huh?” Freya retorted, trying unsuccessfully to sound playful. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked in disbelief. “It is bigger?” 
 
    She nodded with a weak smile. “I’ve had to go bra shopping twice now since we first met at the end of March.” 
 
    “Seriously? You went up two sizes in three months?” I was dumbfounded. “But why? Don’t tell me it’s because of the sex.” 
 
    Freya laughed at that, a genuine giggle. “No, that’s a myth. Breast size has absolutely nothing to do with sexual activity.” 
 
    “Well yeah,” I agreed. “I know that, but you’re not exactly a normal person.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she teased. “Sure you did.” 
 
    “Seriously though,” I countered. “Why?” 
 
    She was pensive then for a moment before responding. “I don’t know for sure, but it’s probably because of my diet.” She glanced over to meet my gaze. “I’ve restricted myself on how much I eat all my life, being borderline emaciated for the last three-hundred and fifty years. But now I’m finally eating every day instead of once a week at most.” She shrugged. “I guess I’m finally filling out. My mother was actually very well endowed. She was like Lily, skinny and busty, except she was completely natural.” 
 
    I gawked at her. “Do you think you’ll get that big?” I wondered. “I mean, Lily’s way bigger than what would be normal for someone so skinny.” 
 
    “No idea,” she admitted. “I remember my mom really well, and she was pretty big. It’s hard to compare that memory with Lily though. Ironically, it was one of my father’s many hang-ups. He could read everyone’s mind, and of course there wasn’t a man around who didn’t instantly have dirty thoughts when looking at her. And my mom wasn’t a saint either. She didn’t mind the attention occasionally, especially coming from a hot guy. She never actually cheated, but it was one of the many reasons why my father became abusive.” 
 
    “Well, just so you know, I would never do that, even if I could read minds.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded. “And not just because I’ve seen your thoughts, but anyone could tell. You never seem to get hung-up when people stop to gawk at Lily in public.” 
 
    I nodded slowly in agreement. “I figure it can’t be helped. I can’t make them stop, so there’s no point in worrying about it. I’d rather enjoy my time with her than worry about everyone else staring.” 
 
    “And Lily’s never had thoughts of cheating on you,” she added. “Honestly, I’m not sure there’s a way to fully communicate how attached she is to you. You did something for her that no one else would have ever done, even if they could.” 
 
    “You mean trying to sleep with her?” I clarified. 
 
    Her brow furrowed as she thought about that. “It wasn’t about the sex. It was the fact that you would do so much, suffer so much, just for her. That was the focus of her entire world for several hours every day, and she couldn’t get it off her mind even while at work.” Her crimson gaze met mine again. “So that’s all she basically thought about for five months straight. And she always secretly wondered if you were going to unexpectedly announce you were giving up, but you never did. And when you finally told her that you loved her, she finally realized you weren’t ever going to give up. No matter what.” 
 
    Freya cleared her throat at the memory, and I realized she was a little teary-eyed recalling Lily’s thoughts. We were both quiet for another moment, before I returned the conversation back to her chest. 
 
    “Still, I just can’t believe I haven’t noticed. I kind of feel bad. Two sizes is a big deal. Like, even now, I’m wondering how I could have missed that.” 
 
    Freya shrugged. “Well, we haven’t really had sex very much ever since all this stress started.” She paused. “And you know, Rose has already grown about half an inch just in the last month. But you probably didn’t notice that either.” 
 
    I gawked again, before leaning back in my seat more. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “It’s a gradual change,” she continued. “It’s hard to notice something when it happens so slowly. Honestly, if it wasn’t for the fact that my old bras don’t fit anymore, then I might not have noticed right away either. Looking at a picture of myself, even just from our vacation almost two months ago, the difference is huge. But when I examine myself in the mirror, it’s hard to say that I’m much larger just because it has happened so slowly.” 
 
    I nodded again absentmindedly. “Yeah, but breasts are a little different than height. I feel like I should have at least noticed. Especially if you grew that much in only three months.” 
 
    “Is that okay with you?” she unexpectedly wondered. 
 
    I met her gaze again. “Okay with me?” I repeated. “I mean, yeah. Why?” 
 
    “You just don't seem very thrilled,” she admitted. 
 
    I shook my head. “It's not you. It's just kind of hard to be excited about something like that at a time like this.” 
 
    “Right,” she agreed quietly. 
 
    I quickly continued. “I think I'll enjoy you having a larger chest. What guy wouldn’t? But I wasn't dissatisfied when your chest was smaller either.” I paused. “Has Lily noticed?” I wondered. 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    “What?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I made her help me pick out bras the first time,” she said with a genuine grin. “Although, that was before our vacation. I'm not sure if she's noticed that they've gotten even bigger since then – enough for me to have to go bra shopping a second time. Too much going on.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “So, were you waiting for me to notice or something?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed again. “No, not really. It just never came up between us.” She grinned then. “I suppose that’s one of the downsides of living with two women. We talk to each other about everything, leaving you out of the loop.” 
 
    I scoffed with a playful tone. “Sounds like a perk to me. I get to enjoy two women while simultaneously avoiding having to listen to all the useless prattle.” 
 
    Freya gave me a playful glare, knowing I was teasing. 
 
    “And,” I continued, “I get to play with Rose, while you two are entertaining yourselves. So when you’re talking about bra sizes, we’re having a ton more fun with a tea party.” I held up my hands then to illustrate, holding one out flat like a saucer, while I pretended to hold a cup in the other, sticking my pinkie out. 
 
    A small smile touched the corner of her mouth, before it abruptly faded, being replaced with an intensely furrowed brow. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I thought she was dead Sam. Like, really dead.” Her hands tightened on the steering wheel, her knuckles white. “And even though I’ve seen the memory of your daughter…” Her voice trailed off for a moment. “It still didn’t prepare me. Experiencing it firsthand is different. Much worse.” Her grip tightened even more. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “Why are you apologizing?” I asked just as quietly. 
 
    “Because your little girl didn’t wake up.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment, my voice barely audible once I responded. 
 
    “She did this time,” I whispered. 
 
    Freya looked at me sideways briefly, before reaching out to grip my hand tightly, intertwining our fingers like she was holding on for dear life. And honestly, it kind of felt like that. The grip of someone desperate. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” she finally whispered. “Like your wife did,” she added. 
 
    “Thank you.” I barely heard myself. 
 
    She heard though, tightening her grip even more. 
 
    We were silent again for the next twenty minutes. It wasn’t until we got off the interstate that she finally spoke up again unexpectedly. 
 
    “I don’t want you to kill Blaze,” she abruptly announced. 
 
    I gawked at her in shock. 
 
    “I want you to hold him still, so I can do it,” she clarified, her expression full of hate. “I want to make sure he suffers for hurting our little girl, not to mention what he was going to do to Lily.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, fully committed to making Blaze’s life a living hell before he died. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, we couldn’t catch up soon enough. 
 
    When we finally got to our destination, we found that our prey had stopped by what we assumed must be his house – a massive mansion surrounded by massive stone walls and a gated entrance. Freya parked down the street, and we made our way over the wall and towards the entrance on foot. However, while there was a very expensive red Ferrari parked in the massive garage off to the side, the blue car was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Blaze didn’t appear to be inside the house either, and my astral trailing ability wasn’t picking anything up. 
 
    I hesitated once I caught sight of who was in the house. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Freya asked in concern. 
 
    “It’s…Lexi…” I choked out. 
 
    “Lexi Stockton is Blaze’s girlfriend,” Freya replied, as if she thought I was surprised she would be here. 
 
    I met her gaze. “I know that,” I agreed. 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” she wondered. 
 
    “Umm, well…” I paused. “She’s cutting herself. Pretty badly too.” 
 
    Freya’s eyes widened. “Oh.” She paused. “I guess let’s just break in then. I don’t want to wait around for her to answer the door, not to mention she might just ignore us. We need to find Blaze now.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, but it was more than that. Seeing Lexi’s expression. Seeing the torment in her eyes – I had felt that pain before. I had cut myself for the same reasons before. 
 
    Except, I knew I healed. She didn’t. 
 
    From here, it looked like that scarring was going to end up being permanent. But even if it didn’t end up leaving scars, I knew the physical pain she was experiencing in this moment was significant for a normal person. Which only told me her internal anguish must be even worse. 
 
    I followed Freya’s lead as she scaled the side of the mansion and reached an upper window. It looked like she was just going to break right through it, but I reached up with an astral limb to open it from the inside. Her eyes were wide for a moment as she glanced down at me, before continuing. She then took off without waiting for me to follow, likely tracking the enticing scent of fresh blood. 
 
    I pulled myself up with my invisible limbs, entering into some kind of study. However, it wasn’t full of books. Instead, it was full of trophies and awards, although it appeared as if it was originally intended to be a study. I quickly followed after Freya down the hall, making a couple of turns before I found my way into a massive bedroom with a bed that matched the size of Lily’s super-sized one. Freya had stopped just outside the master bathroom, appearing to wait for me now. 
 
    The moment I was next to her, she barged in, prompting sparks of electricity to go flying everywhere out of Lexi’s body from the startle. She didn’t make any motion to attack though, instead just gawking at us, looking mortified that she had been caught slicing her arms and thighs. She was wearing only a short pair of pink tight shorts and a black camisole top, leaving most of her skin exposed, including almost all of her legs and a lot of her plump upper breasts. 
 
    The cuts were fairly shallow though, with the blood appearing much more excessive than it actually was. She was definitely in no danger of bleeding out anytime soon. 
 
    “Who…” she began, before her panicked purple eyes finally shifted to me. “S-Sam?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    Shit, she knew my name? Why did she know my name? 
 
    “Where’s Blaze?” Freya demanded. 
 
    Lexi dropped the knife, another wave of anguish crossing her expression. “L-Lily is okay. H-He will bring her back soon.” 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance, before she replied. “Actually, Lily’s on house arrest. She can’t leave her home without getting arrested.” 
 
    Lexi blanched, looking like she was going to pass out. 
 
    Freya continued, speaking to me now. “Grab her Sam, so I can see what she knows. We don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    I instantly snagged Lexi up in my astral limbs, flipping her over and forcing her onto her stomach. I was ready to seal my invisible tentacles into a shield like I had done to protect Lily, except this time with the intention of keeping Lexi’s superpower contained in the event she tried to attack. But she didn’t make any effort to do so. 
 
    Instead, she gasped. 
 
    “Shit!” she exclaimed. “Y-You’re him. You’re the man who saved all those people!” 
 
    Freya dug her teeth into my wrist as I responded. “What in the hell are you talking about?” I demanded. 
 
    “The…accident…” Lexi replied breathlessly. 
 
    I felt my astral limbs tighten on her body as I suddenly began putting it all together. Why hadn’t I realized it sooner? Lexi clearly had some kind of electrical ability. I had just seen the sparks myself. And the trademark commonality between the recent incidents was fried electronics. 
 
    “You caused the car accident?!” I shouted. “You disabled Lily’s security cameras?!” 
 
    Her face contorted in grief, unable to respond. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Freya yanked away from my arm so violently that her teeth shredded my flesh in the process. I reached out to stabilize her with a tentacle when she stumbled, her hand reaching out to grasp a hold of the wall for support too. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked urgently. 
 
    Her eyes were panicked for a moment before she began collecting herself. She shook her head as if she was trying to clear her mind from some trauma she had just experienced. “We…” She took a deep breath and started over. “We need to go,” she hissed urgently. “Her sister can heal people just by touching them. Blaze has likely gone to see her, which means we need to get to him now before she gets her hands on him.” 
 
    “What about her?” I wondered firmly, gesturing towards Lexi. 
 
    “Bring her. We’ll make her watch us kill Blaze.” 
 
    I gawked at her, unsure if that was a punishment for what she had done or something else entirely. I was definitely pissed at Lexi for her involvement in all this, but I was also torn, the anguish in her expression making me hesitant. I assumed there must be more to the story than I realized. 
 
    Freya didn’t have time to explain though, already turning to bolt out of the room. 
 
    “Kill Blaze?!” Lexi almost shrieked. “You can’t kill Blaze! No one can!” 
 
    Freya stopped in her tracks before she had made it more than a few feet. “Yes we can,” she retorted in a snarl. “And I’m going to make it a slow and painful death too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17: A Glimmer of Hope 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    Lexi’s heart was pounding as she sat in the backseat of this girl’s car. At least, she assumed it must be her car, since she knew Sam used to have a black Lambo, as well as a silver car he used for work. This girl was also the one driving, which further confirmed the orange convertible was probably hers. 
 
    She looked so young, like she was barely old enough to drink legally – barely older than her sister Heidi – and yet she carried herself with a confidence that made her feel much older than Lexi was. 
 
    Lexi was twenty-eight, and yet she felt like a child amongst these two determined supers. 
 
    Kill Blaze? 
 
    Could they really do it? 
 
    And if they did do it, what would they do with her afterwards? 
 
    She knew she deserved death for all the things she had been forced to do, but she couldn’t stop the devastating hope from crushing in on her chest. A hope that this nightmare might finally end. That she and Heidi might finally be free. 
 
    But the strange sensation wrapped around her body reminded her that she wasn’t free. 
 
    She had no idea what kind of strange power Sam wielded, but her almost complete inability to move made it clear that she was entirely at his mercy. 
 
    That truth made her afraid, knowing that he knew what she had done. And yet, at the same time, the invisible forced wrapped around her felt like a tight hug, and without even meaning to, she slowly felt herself begin to feel stabilized. 
 
    She finally worked up the nerve to speak again. 
 
    “Is…Is Lily okay?” she whispered. 
 
    Sam turned around to meet her gaze for a moment, before looking at the girl with red eyes again. The girl sighed heavily in response, referring to Lexi while speaking to Sam. “She’s not in the relationship willingly. Everything she’s done has been under duress. The only reason she hasn’t killed herself by now is because she’s afraid of what will happen to her sister if she doesn’t do everything the bastard says.” 
 
    Sam glanced back at Lexi again, and she immediately averted her eyes. Feeling ashamed. But then a thought suddenly occurred to her. 
 
    Her voice trembled as she spoke up. “H-How do you know that?” she stammered, wondering if this stranger had some kind of mind-reading ability. 
 
    The girl didn’t respond though, and Lexi felt the invisible force tighten on her. It didn’t feel threatening though. It again reminded her of a hug. She tentatively met Sam’s gaze again, and he responded. 
 
    “Lily is fine. Blaze wasn’t even able to lay a finger on her.” 
 
    Lexi felt like she was going to cry, she was so relieved. When her breathing unexpectedly hitched, she realized she was crying. “I’m sorry,” she whispered pleadingly, though she knew all the apologies in the world wouldn’t make up for her involvement. 
 
    Neither of them responded to her, and she could feel the weight of their convictions hanging in the air. She had to make it better. She had to do something to make it right. 
 
    “How do you plan on killing him?” she blurted out after a moment. 
 
    “I’ll hold him still, like what I’m doing to you now,” Sam replied. 
 
    “And I’ll gut him with my claws,” the girl finished. “Slowly,” she added. 
 
    Lexi gawked at her, not seeing any signs of claws. But she had no reason to believe she was lying. Who in the hell was this girl? And what kind of super read minds and had claws? 
 
    “Can I do it?” she asked seriously. She quickly continued when she felt the weight of their collective gaze, with the girl looking at her in the rearview mirror. “So I can take the blame for it,” she clarified. “If you can hold him still, then I can electrocute him until he’s dead. That way no one will know you’re involved.” 
 
    Neither of them responded. 
 
    “I know you want to kill him yourselves, but it’s the least I can do. If anyone deserves to go to prison for murder, it’s me.” She dropped her head as she finished, staring down at the drying blood on her thighs. “I deserve a lot worse,” she admitted. 
 
    That invisible force tightened ever so slightly more, prompting her to look up at the man responsible. 
 
    And then she realized… 
 
    It really was a hug. His somber expression said it all. 
 
    Lexi felt herself fall apart as her vision blurred with tears. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    Lexi honestly hadn’t believed us when we said we were going to kill Blaze. At least, not until she had seen all the blood in her front foyer. 
 
    “T-This is his blood?” she had stammered in disbelief, her arms bound behind her back with an invisible astral limb as she walked beside us. 
 
    We had confirmed that it was, not wanting to waste any time by going into the details. 
 
    I finally learned more about Lexi’s situation on the way to where her sister was being kept, discovering that she and her sister had both been trapped by Blaze for almost three years now. Lexi had been forced to pretend to be his girlfriend, while the younger sister was assumed dead. All the while, Lexi was abused by him regularly, serving as his play thing whenever he was so inclined, her body broken repeatedly by his ridiculous strength. 
 
    Lexi just cried the whole time as Freya filled me in on the basic details, her vibrant amethyst eyes hidden behind an endless stream of tears. Freya wasn’t overly descriptive, but it didn’t take a genius to understand the implications of what she was saying. 
 
    Once we got close to the warehouse Blaze owned, Freya urged Lexi to calm down, suggesting we had to focus on finishing this once and for all. I was a little surprised she included Lexi in the ‘we,’ since the two of us hadn’t actually agreed to her proposal to let her kill Blaze. 
 
    It made sense though. 
 
    If she did do it, then no one would come looking for us. And honestly, she might get off with self-defense, despite her admission that she felt like she deserved jail time. However, she had already suffered so much that it was hard to say that she deserved more. And legally, I was fairly certain she wouldn’t be convicted of her crimes either way, since being coerced into criminal activity was a valid defense. 
 
    The law correctly understood that if someone held a gun to your head, or your friend’s head, and told you to stab someone, then really the criminal holding the gun was the one effectively stabbing – simply using the victim as a proxy to do it. 
 
    So, despite the fact that Lexi was the one who directly killed several people in that accident, the legal system would identify Blaze, the coercer, as the perpetrator who used Lexi like a weapon against her will – the method of coercion being her sister’s safety. It was unlikely she would be charged with anything, even if she shared everything horrible she had done in the last three years. 
 
    Granted, that was assuming they believed her side of the story – that Blaze really was a monster. 
 
    As we finally pulled up to the warehouse, I felt the pit of my stomach drop out. 
 
    Not only was Blaze’s vehicle no where to be seen, but neither was he. I focused my second sight and found who I assumed must be Lexi’s sister, curled up on a couch, hugging her knees tightly. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed under my breath. I quickly met Freya’s anxious gaze. “He’s not here.” 
 
    Lexi spoke up immediately, cutting Freya’s response off. “Please save my sister,” she pleaded. “Please. I don’t care what you do with me, but she hasn’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “We’ll need to be quick,” Freya replied, appearing as if she already intended to do that anyway. She met my gaze. “There’s a bomb here somewhere. So let’s get in and out as fast as possible. I’ll let you open all the doors, so we don’t leave behind fingerprints.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed, climbing out of the car. 
 
    I then peeked my head back in when I felt Lexi squirm underneath my invisible grasp. “You’re staying here,” I said firmly. “We’ll bring her out as soon as possible.” 
 
    “B-But you don’t know the way!” Lexi exclaimed. “It’s like a maze on the first floor!” 
 
    “I know the way,” Freya reassured her. “You’ll just slow us down. Stay here and we’ll bring Heidi back to you. Okay?” 
 
    Lexi nodded anxiously, prompting me to speak up again. 
 
    “I’m going to let go of you now.” My tone quickly became more demanding. I wasn’t going to tolerate her messing this up. “You will stay here and wait for us. Understood? Don’t make me regret trusting you.” 
 
    Lexi visibly gulped, her eyes wide. She quickly nodded, her voice coming out in a squeak. “Yes.” She cleared her throat, her body visibly shaking now that I wasn’t holding her still. “I understand. I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied firmly. I slammed the door shut, seeing no reason to be quiet when there was no one around, and headed straight for the entrance. 
 
    Freya caught up in a flash and led the way into the building. 
 
    It really was a maze inside, as if the warehouse had been converted into an office at some point with hallway upon hallway, and an endless series of doors every ten feet. Freya knew the way like she’d been here a hundred times though, and we quickly made our way down a set of metal stairs, being stopped by a thick set of bars just at the bottom. 
 
    There was no obvious entrance or exit. 
 
    “Heidi!” Freya called out. 
 
    I saw the girl, who didn’t look to be much older than Freya appeared, jerk at the sudden mention of her name by a stranger. Her breathing picked up considerably, as she stared at the cracked door, unable to see us in the darkness beyond. 
 
    “Heidi, we have your sister,” Freya continued. “Come out right now. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet, wearing only shiny green gym shorts and a baggy t-shirt. Her eyes were a lighter shade of purple, being more lavender than the deep violet of Lexi’s irises. However, they both shared the same shade of blonde hair, although Heidi was very pale, as if she hadn’t seen the sun in years. 
 
    Being that it was fairly easy to see more than I intended to see with my second-sight, I realized that Heide wasn’t wearing underwear at all – not even a bra. And if her damp hair was any indication, then it was likely Blaze had shown up while she was showering, prompting her to cover herself up in a rush in response to his demand for her presence. 
 
    She stared at us in disbelief after exiting the doorway into the makeshift cell. 
 
    “W-Who are you?” she stammered. 
 
    “Sam,” Freya urged. 
 
    I didn’t miss a beat. I reached out with my astral limbs, deciding to use them like arms to force the bars apart, rather than slicing through them. It would be less suspicious this way, since any strong super could probably manage making a gap in these bars with some effort. 
 
    Heidi immediately jumped back in shock and fright, when she saw the thick metal rods snap apart instantly. 
 
    “H-How did you do that?!” she practically shrieked, terror in her voice. 
 
    Freya held out her hand. “Heidi, let’s go. Your sister is waiting. We don’t have time.” 
 
    “B-But Blaze…” she said fearfully. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this shit. I reached out and snagged her up, carefully pulling her through the opening as she screamed in shock. Freya and I then bolted up the stairs, her trailing right behind us in the air, and we made our way back through the maze of hallways. 
 
    “Heidi, shut up!” Freya finally snapped, prompting the poor girl to slam her hands over her mouth with a whimper. 
 
     Once we were outside, I saw the door open up, revealing an anxious Lexi ready to reunite with her sister. I pushed Heidi in front of me and Lexi reached out to grab her, yanking her into the backseat with such force that she flopped down on her back with her younger sister landing on top. 
 
    Both of them began crying fervently as Freya and I slipped in ourselves. 
 
    Freya floored the engine, speeding away as fast as she could. She waited until we had a few miles between us and the supposed bomb, before speaking up again. 
 
    “Heidi, did Blaze say where he was going?” she demanded. 
 
    The younger sister sniffled as she tried to respond. “I…don’t know,” she admitted. “I…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Freya sighed heavily, shifting her convertible into autopilot. She then reached for my arm in the same motion, her jaw widening as she sank her fangs into my wrist. 
 
    Lexi and Heidi both screamed. 
 
    Freya’s forehead then split open, her slitted third eye making an appearance and focusing intently on Heidi. 
 
    The sisters shrieked in horror, attempting to shrink away from her terrifying gaze. Sparks of electricity shot out of Lexi uncontrollably, prompting Freya to scold her. 
 
    “Don’t ruin my car,” she snapped, her third eye still focused on Heidi. 
 
    Lexi nodded weakly, both of them clinging to each other desperately. 
 
    It was strange to me to see this twenty-eight-year-old woman, who I had seen on TV as a confident, strong, beautiful super, be so broken and defeated to the point that I felt like we were dealing with a child instead of an adult. I knew that could happen to anyone, having my own experience with being broken and defeated. Yet, it was still odd to see the change in someone else. 
 
    Lexi was certainly an expert at putting up that persona when she needed to, hiding her horrors behind a mask of confidence. 
 
    But that was all gone now. We were seeing her completely bare, exposed, and vulnerable. I suppose it was easy for her to act strong when she was around people who were literally weaker than her, in terms of superpowers, but when faced with supers who obviously far surpassed her own abilities, that façade shattered. 
 
    “Shit!” Freya exclaimed, slamming her foot on the accelerator. We were already going double the speed limit, but apparently that wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    My anxiety shot through the roof. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    “Blaze said he’s going back to ‘clean up his mess,’” Freya said urgently. “Sam, he’s on his way back to Lily’s place.” 
 
    “How long ago did he leave?” I asked in a panic, my heart rate spiking even more. 
 
    Freya’s gaze jerked up to the rearview mirror, looking at Heidi in the backseat. “About twenty minutes ago.” Her hands tightened on the steering wheel, her knuckles bone white. “Sam, we aren’t going to make it in time. Even if we go triple the speed limit the whole way there, we still might not beat him. If we’re lucky, we might get there at the same time, depending on how fast he’s going.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    SHIT! 
 
    I thought frantically for any way to get there sooner, to be there before Blaze showed up, to be there so Rose didn’t have to defend herself and Lily again. Because, even as strong as Rose was, even though she could come back to life if she died, I was sure it wasn’t impossible to kill her permanently. 
 
    After all, if Blaze separated her head from her body, I doubted she could recover from that. And just the idea, that the monster might do something so heinous, made me want to savagely shred the bastard limb from limb. 
 
    If only there was someone else who could help. 
 
    If only we knew someone else who could get there faster. Someone who could fight Blaze on an equal footing, someone… 
 
    “Shit!” I exclaimed, reaching into my pocket to yank out my phone. 
 
    “What is it?!” Freya asked with wide eyes. “Who are you calling?!” 
 
    “Nick,” I retorted harshly. “I don’t know if he’ll help though. Shit, I’ll pay the bastard a million dollars if I have to.” 
 
    “Make it twenty million,” Freya snapped. “If he shows any signs of being unwilling to do it, offer him twenty million,” she repeated. “Shit, if that’s not enough, make it fifty.” Her expression darkened. “And if that isn’t enough incentive, then tell him I’ll kill him if he doesn’t help.” 
 
    Heidi spoke up then, in barely a whisper. “Who in the hell are you people?” 
 
    I barely heard her though as Nick answered the phone. Despite how late it was, or I suppose I should say how early it was, he sounded like he was still awake. Granted, after almost dying, I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d have trouble falling asleep. 
 
    “Sam?” he asked in his nasally voice, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Nick!” I exclaimed. “I need your help. There’s a man trying to kill both Lily and Rose, Freya’s daughter. I need you to go to Lily’s house and protect them.” 
 
    “W-What?” Nick stammered. “Who is trying to kill them?” he wondered. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Blaze Maddox,” I answered, knowing he needed to know. After all, if Blaze showed up, Nick might assume he was one of the good guys. The monster was supposed to be a hero after all. 
 
    “Blaze?” Nick scoffed sounding annoyed. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m serious!” I exclaimed. “I wouldn’t lie to you about something like this. And you owe me one Nick. I totally saved your life earlier tonight!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know man. I’ll go.” He paused. “But, umm. I don’t know where Lily lives.” 
 
    “I’ll send you her address. But you have to promise me you’re going to leave right now, and get your ass over there as soon as possible.” I sucked in a ragged breath. “Nick, if you don’t get there before he does, then you might show up only to find them both dead!” 
 
    I heard him grab his keys. “Yeah, okay man. I get it. I’m going right now. Send me her address already.” 
 
    “Thanks Nick. And be prepared to fight. Be prepared to put your all into it. I’m sure you realize how strong he is. You can’t hold back.” 
 
    I heard Nick’s car start. “Yeah man. I know. Send the address.” 
 
    I pulled my phone away to sent it over, still keeping him on the line, until he confirmed that he got it. He then said he’d let us know once he got there so we’d stop freaking out. We hung up a few seconds later, Freya and I both exchanging a glance, hoping he was going to take this seriously. 
 
    Lexi broke the sudden silence after a few minutes. “So…who was that?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    I turned around to meet her purple gaze framed by her disheveled golden hair. “A guy I work with. He’s really strong, though I don’t know if he’s strong enough to defend against Blaze. His name is Nick Parker.” 
 
    “Nick Parker?!” Lexi shrieked, completely dumbfounded. “As in, the Nick Parker?!” she demanded. “The Nicolas Richard Parker?!” she continued. 
 
    Freya and I both gawked at each other. I looked at Lexi again. “Umm, yeah. I think that’s his middle name. Why?” 
 
    She just stared at me in disbelief for a few seconds. “Nick Parker is the only super in history who beat Blaze on almost every metric. He’s stronger, faster, and even more durable.” 
 
    I felt my jaw drop. “And what metric did Nick not beat him in?” 
 
    Lexi stared at me again, before giving a simple one-word answer. “Mass.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18: Destroying the Monster 
 
      
 
    Rose Rosetti 
 
    July 29, 2734 – Current Day – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    Rose stood in the doorway when she heard a car rushing down the street. The old brown vehicle pulled up to the house, and a small man climbed out of the driver’s seat. He took off a pair of thick glasses and stashed them back in his vehicle before slamming the door shut. His nasally voice almost made Rose cringe as he took a look at the broken front door in the beam of his headlights. 
 
    “Damn,” he said simply. 
 
    Rose reached up to flip the light on, prompting him to jump when he saw her, only to gawk at all the dried blood in the hallway. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. He then straightened up and held Rose’s gaze. “You must be Freya’s daughter,” he said hesitantly. “I’m Nick. I work with Sam.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied simply. “Daddy called to say you were stopping by to help.” 
 
    “Daddy?” Nick asked in surprise. “I didn’t know Sam was your daddy.” 
 
    Rose just stared at him, not responding. 
 
    “Err, right. Anyway, what happened here?” he asked seriously. 
 
    “That bad man tried to attack Lily.” 
 
    “Blaze?” Nick asked in disbelief, beginning to sound panicked. “Is Lily okay? Don’t tell me this is her blood…” 
 
    “No,” Rose replied haughtily, standing up straighter. “This is that bad man’s blood. He left to go get better and is coming back to try to hurt us again.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nick replied uneasily, seeming confused. “But then, who made Blaze bleed this much? I mean, from what I understand, he’s about as durable as I am, and I’ve never bled. Not in my entire life.” 
 
    Rose stared at him for a few long seconds, before responding quietly. “I made him bleed.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said again, his eyes wide. He then laughed, beginning to look around. “Right.” 
 
    “And he killed me,” she added, prompting Nick’s head to snap back in her direction. “But mommy and daddy helped me get better.” 
 
    Nick’s eyes narrowed as he evaluated the little girl. It appeared he wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. After all, the idea that a little child could harm someone like Blaze did seem a little farfetched. 
 
    “Umm, why don’t you and Lily just leave?” Nick wondered. 
 
    “Because the police will show up then,” Rose replied immediately. 
 
    “And that’s a bad thing?” Nick countered. 
 
    “It is with this man involved,” she explained. “They won’t believe us if we say he’s the bad guy. Not to mention, how are we supposed to leave? Aunt Lily is sleeping, I don’t know how to use a car, and if I carried her then I might accidentally hurt her.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nick replied, seeming surprised and wondering what she meant by saying that Lily was ‘sleeping.’ 
 
    Rose was fairly certain this small man didn’t know about Lily’s bracelet on her ankle that kept her here. As far as she knew, her daddy had kept him in the dark about most of the things that had happened recently. 
 
    She could tell that he was probably thinking it over, wondering what information he was missing out on. However, he didn’t get long to consider that thought as another vehicle came speeding down the road at about the same speed as Nick had been driving. 
 
    The driver screeched to a stop, jumping out only a moment later. 
 
    It was him. The big man, with a murderous expression on his face. 
 
    Nick immediately walked towards the newcomer to intercept the bad guy. 
 
    Blaze spoke up right away. “Who in the hell are you?” he snapped. However, he didn’t give the small man a chance to respond, instead his gaze falling on Rose. “Shit! I thought I killed that monster!” 
 
    The smaller man ignored his second comment, though it certainly did not go unheard. 
 
    “Nick Parker,” he answered quickly, seeming annoyed now. 
 
    The big man stopped dead in his tracks looking even more bewildered. “Nick Parker,” he repeated. He then laughed. “You’re Nick Parker?” He laughed again, though it was humorless now. “I knew you were small, but this is ridiculous. You’re like the size of a child.” 
 
    Rose considered that Nick really wasn’t that small. At least, he was definitely larger than she was, although she was only eight. 
 
    Nick scoffed. “Look man, I don’t want to have to hurt you, so why don’t you just go on home?” 
 
    That murderous gaze reappeared on Blaze’s face, his expression darkening into one of pure hatred. “What did you say, you little prick?” he snapped. 
 
    “I said–“ 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish as Blaze bolted towards him at full speed, his footsteps leaving craters in the ground with every step, the dirt and rock breaking beneath the force created by his feet. 
 
    Nick didn’t make any effort to intercept him though, instead taking a rapid step to the side and grabbing a hold of Blaze’s arm just as he reached the spot Nick had been barely half a second ago. 
 
    With one swift twist, the small man sent the massive man flying through the air in the opposite direction, careening away like a rocket. Rose saw him land in the distance, the ground vibrating underneath her feet as his body created a massive crater, combined with a deep reverberating growl of hatred, as well as repeated pounding like an earthquake rapidly approaching the house again. 
 
    However, Nick didn’t stay stationary this time, instead the ground buckling underneath his feet as he took off to intercept the monster barreling in their direction. 
 
    Blaze shot out a fist just as they reached each other, but Nick ducked underneath it, planting his feet while simultaneously thrusting his small hand up straight into the bad man’s ribs. 
 
    Rose heard a sound like shattering rocks as Blaze’s ribs snapped underneath the pressure of the punch, a gust of wind forcing her to take a step backwards as the bigger man’s body went flying straight up into the air, all while the ground caved underneath Nick’s feet like a meteor had landed. 
 
    It was then silent for almost a full minute before a piercing sound filled the air as Blaze fell straight down towards the ground again. 
 
    Just at the right moment, Nick rapidly spun on one foot, another blast of wind combined with the sound of thunder filling the air as Nick’s heel slammed into Blaze’s hip, sending him careening sideways for almost half a mile before he slammed into the ground, rolling head over heels endlessly. 
 
    Rose quickly focused back on Nick, as the bad man came to a stop far in the distance, only to see that he was gone. Her gaze then fell in the opposite direction to see that Nick had been forced backwards too, having nothing solid to keep him stationary. 
 
    Her head snapped back towards the bad man when she heard a roar in the distance, the sound of a fiend wild with rage. Blaze began charging, but not in Nick’s direction this time. 
 
    This time he was heading straight for her, apparently deciding a hostage was the best defense against Nick’s offense. 
 
    He didn’t get far though, leaping over an orange convertible speeding down the road at three times the speed as the other two previous vehicles, only to get caught up in the air by seemingly nothing. However, the force of the bad man’s jump sent the orange car veering off the road, only to swerve wildly before the driver regained control. 
 
    And just like that, the bad man was caught, helpless to fight against the invisible force that was slowly crushing him to death in midair. 
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    Freya slammed on the brakes as we swerved, but we were driving so fast that we continued moving, the tires squealing against the pavement, and then dirt, for what felt like another quarter of a mile. It didn’t matter though. Because Blaze was finally in my grasp, and there was no way in hell anything was going to make me let him go until he was dead. 
 
    It was a good thing I had anchored myself to the car’s frame though, because the force of impact from grabbing him would have been enough to pull me right out of the vehicle otherwise. Granted, that also meant the car almost flipped, and probably would have, had I not used my limbs to dig into the ground, leaving long trenches in our wake. 
 
    Now that we were stabilized, I used all nineteen of my invisible appendages to wrap him up like a mummy, making it impossible for him to move a muscle. He couldn’t even speak, a tentacle wrapped around his mouth, barely leaving enough room for his nose to suck in air. 
 
    Once the car finally stopped, Freya turned to me expectantly. “Ready?” she asked seriously. 
 
    I paused, glancing towards Nick in one direction, and then seeing Rose in the other by the house. After a moment of thought, I turned back towards Freya. “We shouldn’t do it here. We need to take him somewhere else so that it matches Lexi’s story that she killed him by herself.” I then glanced back at Lexi, seeing her wide eyes staring at me in disbelief, knowing Blaze was directly above us, unable to escape my grasp. “Let’s leave Heidi here,” I suggested, returning my gaze back to Freya. “I’ll stick Blaze in the backseat, and then we can take him wherever we–” 
 
    Lexi cut me off. “Hell no!” she exclaimed. “You can’t put me back here with him!” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’d actually like you to drive,” I explained, clearing my throat. “Freya, I think you should stay here to make sure–” 
 
    “I’m going Sam,” she immediately countered. “I need to watch this bastard die.” 
 
    “Freya,” I replied gently. “Lily and Rose need you. And you can see it for yourself in my thoughts afterwards.” I quickly continued when she looked like she was going to speak up again. “Freya, we’ve got to clean up the mess in Lily’s house, in case the cops do show up, and Rose can’t be here if they do. Not to mention that Lily’s going to need you when she wakes up. She’s probably going to be terrified when the last thing she remembers is Blaze breaking down her door.” 
 
    She pressed her plump lips together into a thin line for a few long seconds, before nodding. “Fine,” she snapped. “But you better be watching closely. I want to see him suffer Sam.” She then turned her attention to Lexi. “And you better make it count,” she continued. “And don’t damage my car!” she added. 
 
    Lexi nodded weakly, exchanging a glance with her younger sister before giving her a quick hug and kiss, and then urging her to get out of the car. Once Freya was out too, and Lexi had taken her place, I carefully pulled Blaze out of the air and floated him into the backseat. 
 
    All of his muscles were bulging as he tried unsuccessfully to escape my grasp, his eyes blood-shot and bugging out in rage. Even though he couldn’t speak, he was still fairly noisy, making guttural noises in his throat as he struggled, remaining completely motionless. 
 
    Lexi was beginning to shake so badly that her entire body was trembling as she gripped the steering wheel. 
 
     I didn’t want to embarrass her in front of Blaze, even if he was basically a dead man, so I carefully reached out and placed my hand on her slim shoulder. 
 
    Her head immediately snapped in my direction as she looked at me in shock, only to see my reassuring expression, the sympathy in my eyes. And with that, she took a deep breath, her trembling calming down a little as she shifted the car into automatic to turn us around. 
 
    After a moment, I slowly began easing my hand off, only to have her speak up again urgently. 
 
    “No! Keep it there!” she blurted out. She then glanced at me apologetically. “Please,” she quickly added. 
 
    I nodded, being more intentional about it this time, and resting my palm heavily against her, my fingers gently on the back of her neck. She took another deep breath in response to my touch. 
 
    “I had forgotten what that’s like,” she finally disclosed after a few long quiet seconds. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She glanced up at the rearview mirror, only for her eyes to widen when she realized she was staring right at a pissed Blaze. Her hand reached out in a flash to jerk the mirror at a different angle. She then took a few ragged breaths, my gentle touch seeming to calm her down again. 
 
    After a moment, she finally answered me. 
 
    “F-Forgot what it was like to be touched…” Her voice trailed off for a moment as she peeked at me from the corner of her eye. “And to not have to be afraid.” 
 
    I gently rubbed her upper back reassuringly, taking a deep breath myself. Honestly, I didn’t mind this distraction of comforting her, because I really just wanted to chop Blaze up into a thousand tiny pieces right now. But he might actually make it to our destination alive if I could just keep my focus on Lexi for the time being. 
 
    After a few minutes of listening to Blaze grunt, my second-sight focused on him when I felt pressure on one of my astral limbs. He had managed to get his mouth open and was trying to bite down on the invisible force keeping him silent. 
 
    I quickly readjusted a limb to force his jaw shut, only to have him leer at me with pure hatred. The look was enough for me to tighten my grip on him, his grunting increasing as I caused him a little bit of pain. I then noticed that he had a broken rib, so I decided to prod it a little to entertain myself with something while still trying to keep most of my focus on Lexi. 
 
    After a moment, I spoke up again. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked seriously. “I can always just kill him discretely.” Although I wasn’t sure if I’d really be able to hold myself back, but I didn’t mention that to her. 
 
    Lexi shook her head. “No. I want…” She shook her head again. “No, I need the world to know what kind of man he really was.” 
 
    “But then, everyone will know…” I paused, not wanting to offend her, but knowing it needed to be said. “About what he’s done to you…” 
 
    She took a shaky breath, her knuckles white on the steering wheel, her body trembling again. “I deserve worse than that shame. Much worse.” 
 
    “I disagree,” I replied quietly. 
 
    She looked over at me in shock, before beginning to tremble even more. “Even after what I’ve done? Even though it was my fault Lily was almost…” Her voice trailed off again, as she seemed to choke on what she was going to say. 
 
    We were both quiet for a few seconds as I sincerely considered that. After almost a minute, I finally replied. “If a car is speeding down the road, is it a good thing or bad thing?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She gave me a confused look. “A bad thing? I guess?” 
 
    “What if it’s an ambulance?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed at that, so I continued. 
 
    “Or if someone creates a nuclear fusion, is it a good thing or bad thing?” 
 
    She pursed her lips this time. “It depends,” she admitted. 
 
    “On what?” I asked. 
 
    “On whether it’s a bomb or a generator,” she replied. “What’s your point?” 
 
    I ignored her question to ask one more. “And if a gun is in the hands of a man, is it good or bad?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed again. “It…depends…” 
 
    “On?” 
 
    She put the car in autopilot for a moment, since we were on the interstate now and weren’t going to be making any turns anytime soon, and turned to face me. “It depends on whether it’s a good man or a bad man,” she conceded. 
 
    I kept my hand on her shoulder as I angled myself towards her more, holding her vibrant amethyst gaze. “And if it was a bad man, would you blame the gun? Or the man who fired the gun?” I wondered quietly. 
 
    When her eyes unexpectedly started filling with tears, I realized my point had sunk in, so I quickly continued. “You were the gun in the hands of a bad man,” I whispered. “Forced to kill innocent people against your will. But in the hands of a good man, you could be someone who protects the innocent. Someone who defends them.” 
 
    Lexi quickly ducked her head as the tears fell from her eyes, reaching out desperately to grasp me anywhere she could reach. I intercepted her hand with mine and let her hold onto it tightly while she started sobbing. 
 
    I continued to rub her back with my other hand while she cried, until I knew we were getting close to our exit. Blaze was still grunting and groaning as he struggled motionlessly, but we both were able to ignore him for the most part by focusing on each other. 
 
    I finally loosened my grip on her hand and cleared my throat, prompting her to look up at me with a desperate gaze. 
 
    I blinked at her a few times, a little surprised by the intensity of her look. “Umm, our exit is coming up,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, sitting up straight to wipe her eyes. 
 
    I tried to discretely remove my hand from her shoulder again, only for her to speak up in an urgent whisper a second time. 
 
    “Please,” she said simply. 
 
    I attempted not to sigh audibly as I kept my hand there. I supposed it wasn’t that big of a deal anyway. The shoulder was a fairly harmless place to touch a person, male or female. And I doubted she had anything inappropriate on her mind at a time like this. I knew I sure as hell didn’t. I was still struggling to resist the urge to fillet the bastard right now, though I knew Freya wouldn’t be happy about that kind of mess in her car, even if the seats were water and stain resistant. 
 
    Once we had exited the underground interstate, we found ourselves nearing the warehouse where her sister was being kept. She explained as we got closer that this place would make the most sense. After all, this had been where her sister was imprisoned for almost three years. 
 
    “Last chance to change your mind,” I commented. “Once Blaze is dead, he won’t care whether everyone knows how much of an ass he was or not. But you’ll still be alive, and have to live with everyone knowing about what happened to you forever. You could just keep it a secret. And Blaze’s death could just remain a mystery.” 
 
    Lexi pursed her full lips again, her brow furrowed heavily. “But I deserve–” 
 
    Without thinking, my hand left her shoulder and gently reached out to touch where the cuts had been on her thighs, her sister having already mostly healed them on the drive earlier. Her voice cut off immediately, and her entire body stiffened at my touch. 
 
    “You know what this is?” I asked seriously, slowly pulling my hand away as I realized I had gotten too comfortable with her. I tried to continue like nothing weird had just happened. “It’s a physical manifestation of much deeper wounds on the heart and soul. Wounds that won’t be touched by pain, punishment, or shame. Wounds that don’t get better when you hurt yourself physically. Wounds that will only heal from one thing. And one thing only.” 
 
    She cleared her throat after a moment, her eyes staring straight ahead as she spoke. “And what’s that?” she whispered. 
 
    “Love,” I replied simply, turning my head away to look out the window. “Only love will heal those wounds, love you already share with your sister. You can help her heal, and she can help you. But I can promise you that punishing yourself won’t make it any better. Cutting yourself won’t make it any better. And neither will everyone knowing your shame. Only love will heal you.” 
 
    “H-How do you know?” she finally asked. I could see in my second-sight that she was glancing over at me again, but I couldn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “Because I’ve experienced the kind of pain you have, only in different ways,” I admitted. “And I went a very long time trying to punish myself for something I couldn’t undo. For something that really wasn’t even my fault. Only to finally discover many years later that love, and only love could touch my untouchable soul.” 
 
    Lexi pulled to a stop as we reached our destination. She didn’t budge from her spot though, focusing on her hands now, tight on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Can you forgive me for not wanting people to know?” she wondered hesitantly. 
 
    “I can,” I agreed. 
 
    “Then…” her brow furrowed intensely again. “I guess…I’ll let you do it.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “You might want to stay here then. I’m going to make this as painful as possible, and I’m going to make it last for a while. This isn’t going to be some justice killing. It’s going to be torture. I’m going to break him like he did to so many others.” 
 
    Lexi cringed slightly, before determination slowly settled in her eyes. “Then let me help,” she replied. “I can cause him pain too. We can kill him together.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. “Together then.” 
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    As Nick pulled up to his place, he rubbed his eyes, realizing he still hadn’t put on his glasses. Unlike a normal person, who only saw what was directly in front of them clearly, being unable to read words if they shifted their gaze just slightly, Nick’s vision was so powerful that he saw everything that hit his retina in pristine clarity. He could turn his head completely to his left, and still read the words on a page in front of him as if he was staring right at it. 
 
    It was perfect for a fight, as if he was looking in every direction in a hundred-and-eighty-degree arc, all at the same time, but it sure was a nuisance in regular life. His thick glasses ‘fixed’ his eyesight by helping him focus on what was directly in front of him like a normal person, intentionally blurring the majority of his vision so that the details were more similar to what a normal person saw. 
 
    With his glasses on, he had perfect vision. With them off, he had super vision. He liked to joke that he had horrible eyesight, really meaning that it was so strong that it was horrible. It was difficult to concentrate on spreadsheets when even the slightest movement on the wall could catch his attention as if he was looking directly at it. Not to mention all the fuzz and dust in the air constantly floating around that no one else seemed to notice. 
 
    A nuisance indeed. 
 
    Now with his glasses on, Nick looked at his bank account balance again, still finding it difficult to believe that Sam’s second girlfriend – Freya – would pay him two-hundred thousand just to keep quiet about the Blaze situation, and the mysterious ability Sam had used. He knew something strange had happened when Sam had saved him earlier that night with the ghost man, but damn. Blaze was helpless against that ability. 
 
    Granted, he would have kept quiet anyway, since he owed Sam his life and all, not to mention all the times Sam had gotten his bistin out of his resonator for free. 
 
    But damn. 
 
    Two-hundred thousand for not even a full thirty minutes of work. Fastest money he had ever made in his entire life. And it wasn’t even hard work either. Shit, if anything, it was kind of fun to go all out against someone – not that he had really had to opportunity to go all out, but whatever. 
 
    And he already knew what he was going to do with it. He wasn’t stupid. He knew that most people who won the lottery blew through their entire winnings in less than half a year. And the rest spent all that money within two years, leaving them dirt poor again after a short time. 
 
    No, no, no. He would be smart and set eighty-percent of it aside, investing it in stocks, mutual funds, and bonds, and then forget about it for the next twenty or thirty years. He’d definitely be a millionaire by then. 
 
    And as for the other twenty percent? 
 
    He’d buy Zoey a nice engagement ring, finally ask her to marry him, and then take her on a really nice honeymoon, that maybe turned into an extended vacation. 
 
    Yeah. That’s exactly what he was going to do. 
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    In the end, after electrocuting Blaze a few times, and definitely once I started chopping him up, beginning with his extremities, we realized that Lexi really didn’t have the stomach for torture. 
 
    And honestly, I didn’t either. 
 
    I kept it up long enough to make sure Freya would be satisfied, but once his expression finally shifted to fear, realizing he was really going to die, I finished the job off. Lexi excused herself shortly after I lopped off his head, saying she would wait for me back in the car. I didn’t bother letting him speak, knowing that anything he said wouldn’t be sincere. 
 
    However, from his expression, I knew he’d probably beg for his life, but allowing him to do so seemed pointless. I certainly wasn’t about to let him live, either way. And I really didn’t want to listen to his insincere apologies. 
 
    When he was officially dead, I then proceeded to chop him up methodically into as tiny pieces as possible, so that his body would be unrecognizable. 
 
    Once that was finished, I dug a deep hole with my astral limbs and deposited all the gunk, only to cover it back up again. The hole was really just an extra countermeasure, in the event that the warehouse bomb was a bluff and it didn’t explode. If it did explode, then people would just assume that he died from the bomb blast. Granted, that was also assuming they were even able to identify him as a victim. 
 
    Either way, I didn’t see how they could trace it back to us. 
 
    Lexi and I then drove back home in silence, with me at the steering wheel this time. And, despite my better judgement, I let her hold my hand in her lap most of the way, figuring she needed the extra comfort after witnessing such a gruesome event. I tried not to focus on my hand resting on her warm thighs though, her smooth legs completely exposed, since all she had on was the tiny pair of pink shorts. 
 
    Once my mind really began focusing on my fingers being so close to her warm groin, I finally pulled my hand away. She was visibly disappointed, but I quickly saved the situation by grabbing my phone out of my pocket and asking her to send Freya a message. 
 
    However, that finally prompted Lexi to inquire about how I knew Freya, and I told her flat out that she was my girlfriend. 
 
    “But wait,” Lexi exclaimed, completely confused. “I thought you and Lily…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “We are,” I agreed. “I’m engaged to Lily, but I’m also dating Freya. The three of us are in a relationship together. And we live together too. Well, we were living together until just a day ago. We sort of got kicked out of Lily’s house because of…” My voice trailed off. I didn’t feel like bringing him up again. 
 
    “So wait,” Lexi continued. “Lily and Freya are, like, together too?” she asked seriously. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I quickly tried to clarify. “They basically share me as their boyfriend. It’s a polyamorous relationship. I mean, they’re best friends, but they aren’t like…together.” 
 
    “And they’re okay with that? Sharing the same guy?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I mean, yeah. It was their decision in the first place.” 
 
    “But then, how do you…” She was hesitant to say the word, instead smacking her palms together a few times. 
 
    “Umm, I don’t follow,” I lied. 
 
    “Sex!” she blurted out. “How do you handle that?” 
 
    Damn, this got awkward fast. 
 
    “Well, usually Freya and I keep it private,” I hedged. 
 
    “And you and Lily?” she pressed. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “Why all the questions?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “Freya watches, doesn’t she?” she blurted out. 
 
    “Yes, she watches,” I snapped. “What does it matter?” I demanded, feeling a little annoyed now. 
 
    She was silent for a moment and looked away. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to make you upset. I just…never imagined something like that could actually work. And previously, I never imagined why anyone would want to make it work.” 
 
    “Well, we’re doing just fine,” I retorted, trying not to think too deeply about what she was implying. “They both like it a lot. They get to live with their best friend, always having someone to talk to about girl stuff, and I’m basically there to fill their romantic needs – the part only a guy could do.” I paused. “Well for women who are into guys that is.” 
 
    “Right,” Lexi agreed, continuing to stare out the window. 
 
    I sighed heavily, hoping the twenty questions were over for now. Although, now I was thinking about a polyamorous relationship involving all women, wondering if such a thing existed. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if it did, but I quickly refocused my thoughts before my mind got too carried away. 
 
    When we finally got back home, Nick had already left, Freya had finished cleaning up and replaced the front door, and Lily was still out cold. Freya was really starting to worry about Lily’s unconsciousness, but Lexi begrudgingly shared that the drug used would last about five hours, looking visibly ashamed for knowing that information. Freya unexpectedly walked up to her and wrapped her up in her arms, prompting a startled look from Lexi before she slowly relaxed. 
 
    Freya then whispered that she was sorry for everything she and her sister had been through, and would be there to help them recover. 
 
    Lexi thanked her, and brought up their immediate plans, being uncertain about what to do for the next few days. 
 
    For one, Lexi really didn’t want to go back home just yet, to the place where she’d been forced to live with Blaze for the last three years. And second, she wasn’t sure what to do about her sister who was presumed to be deceased. Freya offered for both her and Heidi to stay with her for the time being, and after some deliberation they graciously accepted. 
 
    However, Freya wasn’t about to leave, and neither was Rose for that matter, until Lily woke up. Once Lily finally did begin to rouse, Lexi and Heidi had fallen asleep on the couch, and both Freya and Rose had fallen asleep in the bed curled up on either side of her. 
 
    I began kissing Lily on the forehead the moment she started coming to, whispering that I loved her and trying to reassure her. She peeked through her eyelids groggily, looking at me in confusion for a few seconds before her eyes abruptly widened in shock and her hair lit on fire. 
 
    Needless to say, both Freya and Rose got a bad wake-up call being so close, though the damage wasn’t nearly as bad as I had suffered. Honestly, unlike my immediate third-degree burns, their skin had barely sustained first degree burns from the heat before Lily calmed down. However, we were all healed not long after, with Freya speaking a mile a minute to reassure her that Blaze hadn’t touched her. 
 
    Lily pulled Rose into her arms and started crying when she discovered her involvement in the whole situation. She felt horrible about what had happened, but was also grateful that Rose had protected her. She was also relieved to find out that Blaze was gone for good, and commented about something none of us had considered yet – that it was nice to know her ‘probation officer’ wouldn’t be checking up on her anytime soon. 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance when we realized that we could safely stay at Lily’s place for at least the next day without anyone finding out. 
 
    However, after that, everyone was going to have to settle into their new roles, with Lexi being required to file a missing person’s report once Blaze was gone for a few days, and the rest of us acting like we knew nothing of the situation at all. Heidi would also need to come up with an excuse for why she had been missing for three years – something that needed to be completely unrelated to Blaze. If anything, Heidi might stay hidden for another few months so that her reappearance didn’t coincide with Blaze’s disappearance. We needed to try to make it seem like there were no connections between any of us and Blaze, leaving no evidence behind. 
 
    And even though there were probably cameras that had captured Freya’s car, there would be no evidence to lead them to even consider her as a suspect, never mind the rest of us. Which meant her orange convertible would just be one of tens of thousands appearing on the city’s footage, basically just a piece of hay in a haystack, blending in perfectly with all the other vehicles on the road even despite its color. 
 
    After all, it wasn’t a crime to make a few trips back and forth between two cities in the middle of the night, and it honestly wasn’t even that uncommon. People might make a trip to a party or friend’s house, forget something important at home, backtrack, and then return an hour later. Nothing unusual about that at all. 
 
    Not to mention, Blaze likely had a lot of enemies. So even if the authorities suspected foul play, they should have no reason to point fingers at us out of everyone else. Especially since, as far as they knew, he had done nothing to provoke us specifically. From their point of view, he was just Lily’s diligent probation officer who was checking up on her twice a week at most, due to his busy schedule. 
 
    Thus, after Lily understood the whole situation, we all snuggled together, Rose included, as the three of them fell back asleep knowing that the worst of our problems were over for the time being. 
 
    I, of course, didn’t sleep, but I needed to soak up every second of cuddling with my family as much as possible, allowing it to replace the supposed break from consciousness others experienced daily, by finding peace in this moment knowing they were all alive and safe. The memory of seeing Rose’s crushed form was especially haunting, and I spent a good portion of the night with my hand on the side of her face, gently rubbing her cheek with my thumb, thankful that she was okay. 
 
    Everyone slept without moving a muscle for a solid six hours before Heidi began to stir in the living room. I finally decided to get up and make everyone breakfast. And sure enough, as I began making some scrambled eggs, Heidi woke up and tentatively walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said quietly, not bothering to actually look at her. 
 
    “G-Good morning,” she stammered. She hesitated then. “C-Can I help with anything?” 
 
    I paused for a moment. “Do you know how to make pancakes?” I wondered, finally turning to meet her gaze. Her shiny green gym shorts were riding a little low on her hips, and she had tied her baggy shirt in a knot, revealing a lot of her milky stomach. She wasn’t toned at all, but she also was so skinny that it didn’t really matter. 
 
    Not that I really had an opinion of course. 
 
    I tried to ignore the fact that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. A normal person without my cursed second-sight wouldn’t even be aware of that detail, other than the fact it was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra. 
 
    Heidi blushed when I met her gaze, seeming embarrassed more than anything, and then nodded. “Y-Yes. I’ve had to cook for myself for the last few years, so I’m pretty good in the kitchen.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, not wanting to be insensitive by saying something like ‘great,’ when the situation was anything but great. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied simply. “Well, all the ingredients should be in the pantry there. There are chocolate chips too, if you want, and I think there might be some blueberries in the freezer if you want to add that instead.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly, seeming to be relieved to be able to do something to help out. Once she was at my side with a bowl and everything she needed, she started counting on her fingers before she measured things out. She then looked up at me expectantly. “There are six of us eating, right?” 
 
    “Four,” I corrected her without really thinking about it. However, when I saw her confused expression, I quickly clarified. “Freya and Rose have a unique diet,” I hedged. “They’ll probably just have coffee for breakfast.” 
 
    “She lets her daughter drink coffee?” Heidi wondered quietly in disbelief, leaning towards me. 
 
    Shit, the girl was way too close for comfort, and her shiny shorts were showing way too much of her hips while simultaneously riding up her butt way too much. 
 
    And that was the problem with women – for one, they never understood how seductive they were being even when they weren’t trying, and two, they would get too comfortable with men who were already in relationships, assuming that meant they wouldn’t get aroused by their aforementioned seductiveness, only to be shocked when they gave the wrong impression. 
 
    And even though Heidi didn’t look much younger than Freya, she totally had the younger sister vibe going on. The thing where a guy is dating the older sister, and the equally sexy younger sister starts acting all buddy-buddy, dressing super ‘comfortable’ like we’re all one big happy family, as if the idea that she might be acting ridiculously seductive was the last thought on her mind. 
 
    I mean, basically, mixed signals. Huge, massive, obnoxious mixed signals. 
 
    There was no way in hell this girl was thinking anything other than being thankful that she was finally free and that it was nice to be able to do something normal with the guy who helped save her, not to mention that the aforementioned guy was taken by not one, but two women, so of course he should have zero hormones or any interest in any other woman who happened to be dressed in literally a pair of gym shorts and practically nothing else. 
 
    Damn, had it really been that long since I’d been laid? 
 
    Lily and I definitely needed to spend some alone time together as soon as possible, because I was about to have a mental breakdown over a simple case of making pancakes! 
 
    Pancakes, for heaven’s sake! 
 
    I cleared my throat, realizing I had been quiet for way too long. “Umm, yes. She lets her have coffee. Like I said, they have a very unique diet.” I paused then. “I mean, you can heal people just by touching them, right?” 
 
    She nodded, still way to close. Shit, we were touching. Her elbow was just barely touching my arm and I was about to blow a head gasket. 
 
    Figuratively of course. I wasn’t that aroused. 
 
    “Which is pretty amazing and unique,” I admitted, unexpectedly considering how nice it would be to have her around so she could fix Lily up if she ever got hurt. I cleared my throat again, walking over to the fridge to grab something, anything, as an excuse to put some space between us. “So it shouldn’t be so shocking that there might be people who are unique in other ways.” 
 
    Heidi’s brow furrowed after a moment as I handed her the milk, realizing she did actually need it. 
 
    Damn, I saved myself there. 
 
    “She drinks blood, doesn’t she?” Heidi blurted out. 
 
    Dammit! How in the hell were these two girls so intuitive? It was like they took women’s intuition to an entirely different level. 
 
    “Umm, what makes you say that?” I hedged. 
 
    Heidi shrugged as she measured out some flower like she wasn’t too concerned about it. “I mean, she bit you last night. And she had fangs. Not to mention that third eye. Seems like a pretty standard vampire to me – well, minus the third eye – though I had no idea they actually existed.” 
 
    “Not a vampire,” I corrected her. “She’s a super who just happens to have powers that rely on blood-drinking.” 
 
    “So she can walk in the sunlight, then?” Heidi wondered curiously, measuring out the milk next. 
 
    “Of course. She sleeps at night like a normal person, and goes to work during the day like anyone else.” 
 
    “Still,” she continued. “That’s kind of badass honestly. A little scary…No, definitely terrifying, but totally badass.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from smiling at that, because I fully agreed. Suddenly Heidi’s hip was right up next to mine again, and I couldn’t bring myself to move right away. I cleared my throat. “You know how there was a lot of blood in the hallway last night?” 
 
    She nodded once, her expression still casual even despite me bringing up a potentially haunting subject. “Yeah, it was his, right? I’ve never seen him hurt like that before. Did Freya do that?” she wondered, keeping her eyes focused on the batter she was now stirring with a wooden spoon. 
 
    “It was Rose,” I said simply. 
 
    Heidi’s head snapped in my direction, her jaw hanging open. 
 
    Did this chick seriously not realize we were practically pressed up together now? Seriously! How could she not notice? It was like she was actually leaning into me! 
 
    I pulled away slightly as I nodded, feeling a little somber now. “He hurt her pretty badly in the process, but yeah. She risked her life to protect Lily.” 
 
    Heidi continued to stare at me for a few seconds, her lavender eyes intense. “Damn,” she finally responded. “Remind me to give that little girl whatever she wants.” 
 
    “She’s well behaved,” I said seriously, afraid she was thinking Rose might hurt someone just because she didn’t get her way. And sure enough, Heidi seemed to understand that I was misunderstanding. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I mean for hurting him. Shit, if she drinks blood too, then I might even let her drink mine if she wants, in order to thank her.” 
 
    I felt my brow tense. “That…won’t be necessary…” I replied slowly. Shit, was she serious? I knew she had healing abilities, but she didn’t heal like I did. A wound like that would take an hour, if not a few, to heal completely with her power. 
 
    “Because you heal really fast, right?” she assumed. 
 
    “R-Right,” I finally admitted, realizing there was no hope of trying to circumvent the truth with her. She saw through everything too easily, piecing all the facts together effortlessly. I supposed a normal person might not have figured it out more so because they didn’t want to figure it out. The truth might be too disturbing to most. 
 
    “Think I can watch sometime?” she asked seriously. 
 
    I almost smacked my forehead with my hand. “Umm, probably not. I doubt either of them would like that.” 
 
    “Damn. That sucks. Sounds interesting.” 
 
    Shit! Who in the hell was this chick?! She was like the hot, seductive, younger sister, who was totally into whatever, and found creepy things cool and interesting, instead of disturbing like most people. And her plump butt was like, right there, just begging to be touched, not to mention the dimples showing in her lower back. 
 
    Dammit Sam, get a hold of yourself! 
 
    Lexi unexpectedly popped into the kitchen as Heidi switched over to the other side to get a pancake going on the skillet. Lexi quickly took her younger sister’s old spot without hesitation, still wearing her small pink shorts and a very revealing black camisole, and suddenly I had them both on either side, both standing way too close. 
 
    “Good morning,” Lexi said quietly, seeming unnecessarily bashful. 
 
    “Good morning,” I croaked out. “Umm, do you think you could finish this up for me?” I asked quickly, sounding a little too desperate. “I should probably go wake up everyone else.” 
 
    Lexi tucked some of her blonde hair behind her ear, her deep purple irises again looking unnecessarily timid. “Yeah, I can do that for you,” she replied just as quietly. 
 
    Shit! There was no way in hell I was imagining all the undertones in that statement, as if there wasn’t a single damn thing she wouldn’t say, ‘Yeah, I can do that for you,’ in response to. It was like I could ask her to do literally anything I wanted, and she would gladly agree with a bashful smile. 
 
    “T-Thanks,” I replied, trying to get the hell out of there without seeming obvious that I was running away. 
 
    Lily and Freya needed to wake up now, before the very bold sisters became any more aggressive in their possibly innocent attempts to seduce me – ‘possibly innocent,’ because I might have just gone too long without sex and was completely misinterpreting everything through that filter. After all, it was still fairly early in the morning, and my body seemed to have a preference for spontaneous and uncontrollable arousals during that time, no stimulus needed. 
 
    I mean, I had gone over a century without sex before, but back then I was chronically depressed and ignored everyone. Lily wouldn’t have been required to try so hard otherwise. But now the cage of torment that held my hormones captive was virtually gone. 
 
    So, this was definitely not the best time to have a twenty and twenty-eight hot pair of sisters hanging around in the kitchen, basically wearing only one outfit between the two of them. 
 
     Definitely not the best time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20: New Commitments 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    August 31, 2734 – 1 Month Later – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Heidi encouraged, holding her wrist out to Rose. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Rose asked tentatively. 
 
    “Yeah, totally Rose. You said you were hungry, right? I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    Rose’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, but daddy will be home soon. And I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “True,” Heidi agreed, “but your mommy and auntie have to pick you up first, and then they have to drive you all the way over to your auntie’s house, right?” She paused. “Or is your dad picking you up here?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, mommy said she wanted to pick out something special for daddy, so he doesn’t know I’m at mommy’s house with you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Heidi agreed, “so go ahead. I would be a horrible babysitter if I let you starve, and I’ll heal up soon enough. I’ll probably be back to normal before your mom even returns home, so it really is fine. If you’re hungry, then eat.” 
 
    Rose thought about it for a moment, before tentatively accepting Heidi’s pale hand in her small tan fingers. “If you’re sure?” she asked one last time, the skin around her eyes graying, the whites of her eyes turning black. 
 
    “Totally,” Heidi said with a genuine smile. “You’re like my hero, so I’m more than happy to help.” 
 
    Heidi winced when Rose sank her teeth into her wrist, taking a deep breath when she felt dizzy for just a moment. Rose didn’t notice though, as she took eager gulps to satisfy her hunger. After a moment, Heidi focused on relaxing, realizing her muscles were tense. She wanted to be able to do this for the little girl who had allowed her to see the man she hated in genuine pain for the first time – the man who had brought her so many broken girls to heal after he had nearly killed them – which meant she needed to get used to this new pain. 
 
    Because, as far as she was concerned, Rose could drink her blood as often as she wanted. Every day even, though she knew that would never actually happen with her dad being able to regenerate so much faster. But still, she wanted to always be there as a secondary option, because she didn’t want this little girl to ever go without. 
 
    No matter what Heidi eventually decided to do with her life, she knew she would always stay in contact with Rose, and she would always stay close, so that her little hero would always be well fed. She figured it was the least she could do for the little girl’s role in saving her and her sister from their living hell. Because at one point in time, she had viewed her life as being over. 
 
    Seeing no hope of escaping her fate, she had accepted that she would be in that prison forever until the day she died. 
 
    She never imagined she might be free again, not with someone like Blaze as the warden. Never imagined she might be given a second chance. A second life. 
 
    Now, she saw no better reason to live than to commit herself to those who had given her that second life, providing whatever they needed from her, for now and forever. Whether it be a babysitter, blood bag, or friend, or even all three roles and then some, she’d be whatever they needed. 
 
    For now and forever. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    August 31, 2734 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, uncertain about this meeting coming up in the next twenty minutes, although I wasn’t sure ‘meeting’ was the right word. Lexi had sent me a message earlier, saying she wanted to meet up with me at the office. I had already finished my work for the day, so at almost 3 PM, I was basically just trying to look busy. And honestly, since it was Friday, I was probably just going to leave early for the day and go straight home after this ‘meeting.’ 
 
    I glanced at my computer screen to check the time, not wanting to head down to the front lobby too soon. After all, I hadn’t seen Lexi in almost a month, and I didn’t want to seem too eager to see her again. 
 
    Last month, when Lily had woken up after all the drama and met Lexi for the first time, the latter of the two spent the next thirty minutes apologizing fervently for everything she had done, promising her that she would do whatever she wanted to make it up to her. 
 
    Lily wasn’t sure there was much she could do, saying that all she really wanted was to be free from the stress of possibly being sent to jail, or worse, over the warehouse explosion incident. 
 
    That ended up giving Lexi pause as she began asking Lily to elaborate, only to discover that she had been involved in that too – though she hadn’t known it was related to Lily. Blaze had kept her out of the loop on most of what he was doing, leaving Lexi with no idea that the situations were connected. 
 
    The reason a burnt body had been found was because Blaze had forced her to fry a corpse. 
 
    And Lexi knew that the reason a witness had come forth with a description of Lily was because Blaze had probably hired them – either that, or blackmailed them. Lexi didn’t know which it was, but she promised she would do everything in her power to get the false witness to give up on the case. 
 
    In the meantime, she had to go back to her life of fame, report that Blaze was missing after a few days, and then deal with interviews once the news of Blaze’s disappearance really exploded. After all, she was supposed to be in love with the guy, they being the ‘it’ couple, so of course she should be upset that Blaze had vanished without a trace. 
 
    And it really would be without a trace, because a day later, the warehouse exploded, leaving no evidence behind of what had been going on there. 
 
    In the meantime, Heidi ended up secretly living at Freya’s house, finding herself babysitting Rose in Lily’s stead, since the judge made the ban on minors living with Lily a permanent thing until her arraignment court date. However, Mrs. Blackwell successfully got the judge to approve my continued living with Lily, which left me with a split family for almost a full month. In some ways, it really sucked being away from Rose and Freya so much, though I certainly visited them for a couple of hours every day. 
 
    But in other ways, it wasn’t so bad, since Lily and I made all that alone time really count. Since we had already discussed fidelity and I wanted her to know she could trust me, I flat out told her that I found Lexi and Heidi both really attractive, and that I didn’t think it would be appropriate for me to spend any lengthy amount of time with either of them. Lily replied by saying she appreciated my honesty, and agreed that it wouldn’t be appropriate given that information. 
 
    She then teased that she probably needed to do a better job of taking care of me, so I wouldn’t get distracted with other attractive women, commenting about the fact that we had barely had sex since all the drama started. 
 
    And I wholeheartedly agreed, in no uncertain terms, suggesting that was exactly what I needed. 
 
    When Lily realized I was being completely serious, she made it her mission to do just that, making foreplay and sex our primary activity every day for the next month after I got off work. 
 
    So, I definitely couldn’t complain. It was a nice distraction from the arraignment court date that still loomed over us. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lexi wasn’t able to handle the witness situation after all, despite her best efforts. However, at the court date, Mrs. Blackwell saved the day by cross-examining the witness in front of the judge. And the fake testimony didn’t hold up. 
 
    When Mrs. Blackwell asked the man to describe the fire, wondering about the color, the guy claimed it was orange, like a fire. He even said it indignantly, as if he thought the lawyer was an idiot. She and the judge exchanged a glance, but no one said anything as she questioned the witness more about Lily’s appearance. The witness indignantly said, ‘Just like that,’ pointing at Lily with an angry glare, only for Mrs. Blackwell to wonder about her clothing. 
 
    The man then laughed and said that she was of course naked, and that it was honestly quite the sight. 
 
    Needless to say, Mrs. Blackwell pointed out to the judge that all the other eyewitness testimonies claimed the fire was white, that Lily Dodson never went anywhere without her fireproof underwear, having made a big scene about it at the police station when they confiscated her bra and panties, and that the defendant had two people supporting her alibi that she was at home all night. Given that information, the judge agreed that the witness had effectively been discredited and that there was no substantial evidence to move the case to trial. 
 
    While someone was obviously at fault, there was nothing to suggest that Lily Dodson had anything to do with it. 
 
    The witness then became belligerent, beginning to shout and scream that Lily was responsible. Once the police officers began forcefully escorting him from the judge’s chambers, he then really messed up in his anger, claiming that he wasn’t going to get paid unless Lily got convicted and that he really needed the money. Apparently, he was the idiot, not knowing that bearing false witness in court was a felony. 
 
    The guy was then immediately arrested for perjury instead, and would likely face up to five years in prison. 
 
    Needless to say, Lily cried for a solid thirty minutes, and even though the judge had a busy schedule, he let us remain in his chambers during that time, seeming sympathetic that Lily had been intentionally framed by someone. 
 
    So everything was resolved for the time being. 
 
    Lexi had requested a break from her job as a superhero, using the excuse of her supposed distraught over Blaze’s disappearance, and she publicly suggested that he might have become overwhelmed, given the taxing nature of the job. A lot of her fans were extremely sympathetic, with many of them defending superheroes in general, saying their civil servant status made them glorified overworked slaves and that they weren’t paid nearly enough for the shit they had to put up with. 
 
    Granted, the same could be said about the police and military, but I supposed that wasn’t the ‘trendy thing’ to defend right now, with most of the social injustices people became outraged about being more based on how popular it was to discuss, rather than whether or not it was right. 
 
    Otherwise, people would be marching all the time for the underpaid soldier who defended our country against the regular everyday threats that most never knew about. 
 
    Of course, for the last month, I had been keeping track of Lexi in the news and online, since we needed to make sure she didn’t accidentally slip up. And I mean, I hadn’t been following her public statements too closely, but I knew that just recently she had shared on a talk show that she was going to move on with her life… 
 
    Okay yes, I watched the damn talk show episode. For research purposes, obviously. 
 
    She explained to the host and audience that she wasn’t too worried about Blaze, since he could clearly take care of himself, and that his history with women suggested he might have dumped her soon anyway. In response to everyone having wished she and Blaze would get married, she explained that Blaze was the kind of guy that was fun to date, but probably wouldn’t make for the best husband, not to mention she really didn’t want to settle down anytime soon. She had her entire career to think about, and many supers dropped out of the business once they got married. 
 
    Again, her fans were extremely sympathetic and understanding. People loved Blaze, but not a single person would disagree with her statements about his character, and the overall trends in the superhero industry. 
 
    However, now that Lexi had made those public statements, she was suddenly calling me up, wanting to meet after a month. Part of me wondered if she was going to verbally thank me one last time, before truly moving on with her life – after all, I wasn’t anyone famous or special like her. And I had my own life to focus on anyway. 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure why I was focusing on her so much to begin with. I supposed I just felt invested in her situation, given my own involvement. It was difficult to see someone so broken, and not want to see their recovery through to the end. But really, she seemed to be handling herself well now, so it probably was time to officially cut the ties with a final thanks and goodbye. 
 
    Which meant, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to this conversation. I knew it wouldn’t be appropriate to become long-term friends with Lexi, because let’s be honest. That never worked out. Platonic friendships with the opposite sex was borderline a myth. There would have to be zero attraction for that to last. Granted, that was just my opinion, but I stood by it. 
 
    But at the same time, it was difficult for me to just say goodbye and pretend like she didn’t exist anymore – like she was just another stranger in the crowd. At the very least, I knew that if I had met her as a single man, I probably would have pursued her, not caring about what had happened to her when she was with Blaze. If anything, I’d show her what it was like to be with a good man. 
 
    But I knew even thinking that was inappropriate, because I wasn’t single. And I was a lucky bastard for having not just one, but two, hot women in my life already. So I really needed to let Lexi go. 
 
    Checking the time again, I decided to close up for the day. I quickly turned off my computer and got ready to head downstairs to the lobby. But first, I peeked my head into Nick’s office to let him know I was leaving early, and offered to see if he wanted to hang out this weekend. Much to my surprise, he suggested Sunday night to watch an MMO game, and I agreed with a genuine smile, sincerely looking forward to it. 
 
    Once I took the elevator downstairs, I grabbed a seat in a corner behind a large half-wall that had a hologram fire burning at the top amongst a bunch of circular stones. I was effectively out of sight now from prying eyes, which meant I had to rely on my second-sight to watch the door. 
 
    Lexi was late getting there, but when I saw her I immediately stood up and waved her over. She was wearing regular blue-jeans with strategically placed holes, coupled with a white camisole and a black lacey bolero that really only covered her shoulders and upper arms. Granted, the bolero jacket was sheer, so I could see her skin just fine with my normal eyes. The woman really didn’t seem to care about showing too much cleavage, because her camisole tanks never covered enough. Her white bra was technically peeking out a little from the lowcut top, but it wasn’t super noticeable since it matched her shirt. 
 
    I gestured for her to have a seat across from me when she got close enough, sitting back down myself. My eyes fell on the silver purse she was carrying for a moment, before meeting her amethyst gaze. She looked at me apologetically. 
 
    “Sorry for being late,” she said sincerely. “Traffic was a little worse than I was expecting. I guess everyone took off early today for the weekend.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, probably. And it’s fine. I’m actually off the clock right now too. I’ll likely head home after this.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said in surprise, visibly relaxing a little. “Well that’s good. I guess I don’t have to rush then. I was afraid I was only going to get a few minutes with you.” 
 
    “Umm, no,” I said hesitantly. “You’re fine. Take your time.” 
 
    She smiled at me warmly then. “So Freya decided to let me break the news to you,” she began. 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief, not having realized she had been talking with Freya. I mean, Heidi was still living in her house, so I supposed I shouldn’t be too shocked, but still. “About what?” I wondered hesitantly. 
 
    Her grin widened in excitement. “I’m going to buy her house!” she announced. 
 
    We had officially been making plans to build onto Lily’s house to make it three times bigger, so I was aware Freya was preparing to sell her house in the next few months, but I had no idea she already had a potential buyer. Or that the buyer was Lexi. 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise. “Well, that’s nice. It is a really nice place.” 
 
    “I know, right?” she agreed eagerly. “I love that house.” She quickly lowered her voice. “And my sis loves it too. It’s way bigger than the two of us need, but that just means we’ll have plenty of room to play hide-and-seek with Rose whenever she comes over.” She laughed then. “Not that the girl needs the extra advantage. That kid is impossible to find if she doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    I felt my brow furrow. “When have you ever played hide-and-seek?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Lexi cocked her head slightly in confusion. “All the time. You realize I’ve been staying with Freya too for the last month, right?” 
 
    I gawked at her. “No, of course I didn’t know that. Whenever I was over there, it was just your sister.” Her really hot sister, who I attempted to not socialize with too much to avoid becoming too interested. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “That’s true,” she agreed. “I’ve been ridiculously busy the last month, even despite my break from being a superhero. A lot of nights, I didn’t get home until after dark, so you would have already gone to Lily’s place by then.” 
 
    “Doing what?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She sighed heavily, lowering her voice and leaning forward. I automatically scanned the room with my second-sight to make sure Dave wasn’t nearby as she continued. “Because Blaze did everything he could to exert his control over me. He made me add him to all my bank accounts and investments, and he also made me add him as a joint partner to my charity organization that donates to orphanages across the country and abroad. I’ve been dealing with the headache of trying to untangle our lives, which is much more difficult given his absence…” She paused, lowering her voice even more. “Not that it would have been easier if he wasn’t absent. It would be impossible then.” She cleared her throat. “But I’ve spent hours and hours with lawyers, real estate agents, banking personnel, and everyone else under the sun, trying to sell our old house, trying to get him off my accounts, trying to get him out of my life. He’s got his claws dug deep into me, even now,” she finished with a grimace. 
 
    “Is there any way I can help?” I asked seriously, genuinely concerned. I doubted there was, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s actually mostly taken care of now. Finally. The house is the last issue, which I can’t resolve legally with him absent.” She smiled then. “So, I’m just going to refuse to pay the mortgage until they foreclose it. Problem solved. It will kill my credit, but I only needed credit in the first place because the house was so expensive.” She grimaced. “And I don’t need an eight-million-dollar home. Freya’s place is huge, and isn’t even a tenth of that. And I can pay for that outright.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply. “Well I’m glad that’s taken care of then.” 
 
    “Me too,” she agreed with a deep breath. She then just held my gaze for a long few seconds, her purple irises staring at me unashamed. 
 
    “Umm,” I finally broke the silence. “So what did you want to talk about?” I wondered, doubting that her buying Freya’s house was her reason for wanting to meet up. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Oh, sorry. Actually, I wanted to give you something.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a small box, handing it to me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked tentatively, already seeing what was in the jewelry box with my second-sight. It was a silver watch. A really expensive silver watch, probably made of white-gold, and inlaid with diamonds. Like, based on the brand name, it was a twenty-thousand-dollar watch. 
 
    “It’s for you,” she replied timidly, her cheeks becoming rosy. 
 
    “I…don’t know if I can accept this…” I replied carefully. 
 
    Her expression dropped. “But you haven’t even seen what it is yet,” she whispered. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “It’s not that. I’m just not sure if Lily would be okay with you giving me something like this. Especially something so expensive.” 
 
    Her head cocked to the side slightly. “You know what it is?” she wondered seriously. 
 
    Dammit, these girls were way too intuitive! 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, I can sort of see through things. I don’t need to open it to know what’s inside.” 
 
    She gawked at me. “L-Like,” she began stammering, sitting up straighter. “You can see through clothes too?” 
 
    I immediately looked away from her, my cheeks red, even despite the fact my eyes had nothing to do with that ability. She didn’t know that though. I tried to ignore her red face too, tried to ignore that she was sitting now like she was displayed naked before me, not even trying to cover herself up. It was like someone undressing for the first time in front of their lover – embarrassed, but determined to let them see their vulnerability. Determined to keep their arms down so their lover could see it all. 
 
    So I could see it all. 
 
    Dammit, this was not good. 
 
    And, shit, I definitely wasn’t about to go down that trail of conversation with her. I ignored her question. “Umm, so anyway, I really can’t accept this type of gift. Lily has never bought me anything so expensive, and she’d be pissed if she knew you had given me something like this.” 
 
    “B-But, it’s like a late birthday present,” she pressed. “It’s the least I can do for all you’ve done. I got Freya a gift too.” She rushed to reach into her purse again, pulling out another jewelry box. She held it up for me to see, not even bothering to open it. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize she was totally verifying that I could see through things, because the moment I said, ‘It’s very pretty,’ her eyes widened in disbelief and she sat even straighter. 
 
    “But that doesn’t change what I said,” I quickly added. “Getting Freya something so nice is one thing, but I’m a different story. You’ll have to talk to Lily first, and honestly I wouldn’t be surprised if she says no.” 
 
    Lexi slouched again, looking dejected at that. After a moment, she looked at me pleadingly. “I’m afraid to talk to her though,” she admitted. “Afraid she hates me.” 
 
    “Have you even tried?” I wondered. 
 
    She shook her head, looking away. “Well no. After just that one time, I haven’t even seen her. I was hoping I could make things better by fixing the witness problem, but I couldn’t even do that.” 
 
    Dammit, I sincerely felt bad for her. “Lexi,” I replied quietly, getting her to meet my gaze again. “You’re acting like Lily is never going to forgive you unless you do something to make up for it, but honestly I don’t think she’s holding a grudge in the first place. She understands that you aren’t the bad guy. She knows you didn’t want to do the things you were forced to do.” Lexi’s violet eyes were filling with tears, so I quickly continued. “So maybe just try talking to her. Probably not about this though,” I quickly added. “You’ll just piss her off if she thinks you’re trying to steal her fiancé.” 
 
    Shit. She didn’t even flinch at that comment, like the concept of getting in bed with me wasn’t foreign to her, though I doubted she was actually trying to steal me away. Surely, she knew Lily would definitely hate her then. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “So maybe just forget about getting me a gift for now, and just try talking with her.” 
 
    “But what if she doesn’t want to talk?” Lexi whispered, looking defeated. 
 
    “Then you’ll never know how she really feels, will you?” I replied. 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded weakly. 
 
    “Let me put it to you like this. If anyone is going to hold a grudge, it’s going to be Freya, not Lily. So if Freya is alright with you, then it’s unlikely Lily’s going to have a problem with you either. And if you really feel so badly about the situation, then see what you can do to make it up to her. Give her some options on what you’d be willing to do.” 
 
    “But that’s the problem,” Lexi admitted. “She has everything she could ever want. There’s nothing I can offer her.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Then just be her friend or something. Everyone could use more friends.” 
 
    She stared at me uneasily. “I’m the worst friend anyone could ever have,” she said almost inaudibly, her eyes filling with tears. 
 
    “Because of what you’ve done?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She nodded once. 
 
    “Then put all your effort into it,” I retorted in a rush, “and show her how good of a friend you can be, when you’re not being forced to do horrible things.” 
 
    She immediately looked away and wiped her eyes, before nodding again weakly. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to send Lily a message. “How about this?” I suggested as I typed out my question. “I’ll see if Lily is fine with you coming over for dinner tonight, and you can try talking to her. And if she’s against it, then talk to Freya and see if she can convince her. I don’t think it will be a problem though.” I paused to clarify. “You trying to give me this present is a problem, but everything else is fine.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    I sent my message, nodding once. I didn’t answer verbally though, and we both waited in silence for Lily to respond. 
 
    Her reply came a moment later. 
 
    ‘Sure. Freya and I are out right now. We’ll pick up Heidi too, and meet you at home. Love you!’ 
 
    “See?” I commented, holding my phone up for Lexi. “Lily doesn’t hate you at all.” I stood up. “So then, Lexi, would you like to have dinner with us tonight?” 
 
    Her eyes blurred with tears again, and she nodded. “Yes,” she squeaked. “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    21: Reasons to Be Thankful 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    November 22, 2734 – 3 Months Later – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Lexi finished typing her message on her phone and sent it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Heidi wondered curiously, checking the temperature of the turkey. 
 
    “Seeing if Lily wants us to bring anything over to Sam’s house after her parents leave,” Lexi replied, returning to setting the table. It was nice to be doing something so mundane for once in her life. 
 
    So normal. 
 
    Ever since her sister had mysteriously vanished, she had stopped socializing with her family entirely. They assumed she was drowning herself in work due to her grief, having no idea that she just couldn’t look them in the eyes knowing that Heidi was alive, and that both she and her sister were in a horrible situation with no escape. 
 
    But now that could all finally change. She had revealed to her parents about a month ago that she had found Heidi, with the story being that she had lost her memory after an accident, living in various women’s shelters until her power slowly allowed her to regain her memories. 
 
    Needless to say, they were overwhelmed with joy. 
 
    Their tears reminded her of her own torment knowing Heidi was alive and yet was helpless to save her. She was so thankful their time in hell was finally over. And she was really looking forward to celebrating her thankfulness on this special day with both her own family, as well as the family responsible for saving them, once their respective dinners with their parents were over. 
 
    “This is nice,” Heidi commented as she pulled out the turkey, and then began stirring the mashed potatoes in the crockpot. “I love this house. I love cooking for our mom and dad. I love having friends again.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lexi agreed, walking up to her younger sister to give her a side hug. When she touched her elbow, she felt a small bulge underneath her burnt-orange long-sleeve shirt. “What’s that?” she asked seriously, being more intentional about feeling it. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” Heidi replied. “Just a bandage. I can probably take it off now.” She met Lexi’s gaze, seeing her confused expression. “I let Rose drink my blood when you were doing Lily and Freya’s hair this morning.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lexi said with wide eyes. “I didn’t know that was something you were letting Rose do.” 
 
    “Not very often,” Heidi admitted with a disappointed expression. “I offer all the time, but usually she declines.” 
 
    “That’s…different,” Lexi commented. 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “I mean, imagine if you could only eat one thing. And she only has one person who she can eat from without scarring them for life,” she shrugged again. “I’m eternally grateful to her, knowing she’s the one who brought that bastard to me covered in blood and almost dead.” Heidi abruptly met her sister’s gaze again. “I almost let him die, you know. I knew I’d probably die too if the warehouse exploded, but I figured maybe at least you’d be free then.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lexi replied in disbelief. “W-Well, I’m glad you didn’t.” Her expression became pained. “I don’t know if I could have continued living without you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know,” she agreed quietly, fluffing the stuffing with a fork. “I couldn’t decide which option was worse, and in the end I chickened out, because I really didn’t want to die. Before Sam and Freya showed up, I felt miserable for being so weak. I ended up wishing I had just let him die, the pain in my heart making me hate myself for not freeing you when I had the chance.” 
 
    Lexi reached out to pull Heidi into a hug, and the younger sister dropped what she was doing to return the embrace. 
 
    “It’s okay now,” Lexi whispered. “Let’s just move forward from now on.” 
 
    Heidi nodded. “Yeah,” she croaked out. “We finally can move forward.” She sighed then and pulled away. “So, let’s have dinner with mom and dad. And then go over and celebrate with our friends.” 
 
    Lexi reached up to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Right,” she agreed with a sniffle. “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    November 22, 2734 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I pulled the turkey out of the oven and began slicing it up while it was still hot. We were at my place, since I actually had a decent sized dining room table, unlike Lily’s small fireproof one. Hopefully that wouldn’t matter soon though, since the carpentry company was going to expand her kitchen and dining room, in addition to building the second story on top. 
 
    Another few months, and we’d have a nice large fireproof house to live in. A very expensive fireproof house, but it was worth it to be able to live comfortably together. After all, Rose couldn’t live in Lily’s workout room forever, not that she seemed to mind. 
 
    Freya was busy placing plates and silverware on the lacy ivory tablecloth she had purchased for the occasion, which had a thin sheen of plastic laying on top to protect it from spills. 
 
    “Where’s Lily?” I wondered as I worked. It seemed too quiet. 
 
    Freya appeared at my side, looking up at me with a warm smile. She wrapped her arms around my bicep while I continued slicing up the meat. “She took Rose outside to play in the backyard,” she replied. 
 
    I focused my second-sight automatically, realizing I could have just done that in the first place. Sure enough, Lily was handing Rose a roughly shaped glass figurine she had just made after melting some sand from the sandbox I had purchased for my backyard. I suspected it would still be too hot for a normal person to hold without getting second degree burns, but Rose accepted it gleefully with a huge grin on her adorable face. 
 
    A knock on my front door prompted me to refocus my second-sight in the opposite direction. “Oh, that’s Lily’s parents,” I replied. 
 
    “How’s my hair look?” Freya wondered urgently. 
 
    I smirked at her, examining her silky black hair that hung in heavy curls around her shoulders. Her dark green sweater combined with her vibrant red eyes made it seem like she was dressed more for Christmas than Thanksgiving, but either way she was breathtaking. “Amazing,” I said simply. 
 
    Freya gave me a quick peck on the lips before letting go of my arm. “I’ll get the door if you want to go get Lily and Rose.” She pouted then. “I guess we’ll have to be on our best behavior now.” 
 
    I gave her a small smile. 
 
    Despite the fact that Lily and I had been dating for over a year, this was going to be the first time I had met her parents. The reason? Lily had pretty much shut them out of her life due to their toxic attitudes. They were disapproving of everything she did, which I found ironic since her mother had been the one who got her into modeling in the first place. However, they siphoned off a lot of her money until she was legally an adult. 
 
    Between their entitlement and negative attitudes, she had decided enough was enough. 
 
    However, that was over a decade ago, and since we had Rose in our lives now, I thought it might be good to give them a second chance. Lily disagreed, but she eventually decided to go with it when Freya sided with me. 
 
    Granted, that meant we weren’t planning on overwhelming them with the details of our three-way relationship. They knew of course – none of us were willing to try to pretend like it wasn’t what it was. But that didn’t mean we had to flaunt it by having Lily’s lifelong friend sit in my lap and make-out with me while they watched. 
 
    After rinsing my hands off, I made my way down the hall and opened my backdoor. I could hear Freya greeting Lily’s parents warmly as I closed it behind me. 
 
    Lily looked up immediately from her position next to the sandbox. She was balanced on the balls of her feet in a squatting position, the heel of her black leather boots elevated off the ground, in order to avoid getting her short black dress dirty. It was made of a normal fabric, since Lily’s daily clothing choice was one of the many things her parents had been disapproving of. They didn’t care that she could burn off normal clothes if she got worked up. 
 
    I knew she was wearing her usual FRIL underwear though – I could barely see her shiny latex bra peeking out at the top from this angle. Today she was wearing metallic silver colors underneath her clothing, with her dark silver panties matching her lighter silver bra. 
 
    Her hair was in heavy blonde curls like Freya’s, with her only accessory being her engagement necklace clasped snuggly on her neck. 
 
    Rose was in the middle of spinning around on her heels, her feet bare, holding out the glass figurine as if she were dancing with it. Her maroon dress spun with her at the waist, the color a perfect complement to Freya’s choice of colors. Her vibrant red eyes were innocent and cheerful. When she noticed me, she immediately ran over at an inhumanly fast pace and nearly tackled me around the waist. 
 
    “Daddy!” she said cheerfully. “Look what Aunt Lily made me!” 
 
    I smiled widely at her enthusiasm. “It’s beautiful,” I replied warmly. 
 
    Lily had already stood up. “They’re here?” she wondered, her expression reserved. Usually she was in a good mood, but she sincerely wasn’t looking forward to this meal. She brushed herself off and began walking over. 
 
    “Yep,” I responded, wrapping my arm around her and briefly resting my lips on her forehead. 
 
    Lily gave me a weak smile before glancing down at Rose still holding onto me. Her expression changed instantly as she spoke to her, her tone affectionate. “Rose, sweetie, go ahead and get your socks and boots on.” 
 
    Rose nodded, handing me the glass figurine, before plopping herself down on the single concrete step behind me. She brushed the bottom of her feet off with her hand, before slipping on a pair of black socks, followed by her black calf-high leather boots that matched both Lily and Freya’s. It was too chilly for a normal person to be walking around barefoot, but knowing Rose, she had likely insisted on going without shoes. As she zipped them up, I gave Lily another quick kiss, hoping to settle her nerves some. Lily reached up to run her hand along my cheek briefly, giving me a warm smile, before returning her attention to the little girl. 
 
    “Ready?” she wondered. 
 
    Rose hopped back up, a wide grin on her face as she grabbed the figurine from my hand again. “Yep!” She then spun around and waltzed into the house. 
 
    Lily and I exchanged a grin at her enthusiasm before following after. 
 
    Mr. Dodson was a slightly robust man, yet he was somewhat built as well. It was obvious he had spent a lot of time in the gym at one point in his life, though it looked like he had neglected that habit for some time. He had blonde hair and green eyes – the same as the former Blaze. 
 
    I kind of wished she would have warned me about his appearance ahead of time. I mean, the man really looked nothing like Blaze other than the coloring, but it still took me by surprise for half a second. 
 
    Mrs. Dodson was likewise as attractive as Lily, and she looked almost just as young, indicating she probably took one of the handful of drugs available to keep people from looking old. Her eyes were blue, though she was currently wearing pink colored reality enhancement contacts. The only reason I knew was because I could see her true eye color in my second-sight. 
 
    They were both dressed more like they were going to a wedding…or funeral…rather than a family dinner. Her father was in a charcoal gray suit, along with a silver tie, while her mother was wearing a sparkling silver dress. I found it a little amusing they matched their daughter’s underwear, though they certainly didn’t realize that. 
 
    Being as fast as she was, Rose was already introducing herself politely by the time Lily and I made our way to the front of my house. 
 
    Mr. Dodson perked up when he saw me. “Ah, and you must be Sampson!” he said with surprising cheer, holding out his hand for me to shake. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I replied warmly, grabbing his hand. “And Sam is fine.” 
 
    He nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
    Lily gave her mother an obligatory hug, before moving over to her father while I gave her mother a brief hug as well. Rose had moved over to wrap her arms around Freya’s waist. 
 
    “Everything is ready if you want to have a seat,” Freya suggested kindly. 
 
    Mr. Dodson took off his suit coat, which I accepted and took into the living room to drape over the edge of the couch. He was already trying to make small-talk with his daughter, who was still very reserved. 
 
    “So Lily, how is your new job going?” I heard him ask in the dining room. 
 
    “Fine,” she replied simply with a sigh, not wanting to tell him she had quit. Nowadays, she and Heidi often hung out, since Heidi couldn’t seem to get enough time with Rose. The two women spent several hours every day attempting to catch Rose up on school subjects, though she surprisingly had been taught a lot already at the facility she had come from, with a lot of her tests involving measurements of her intelligence capacity. 
 
    Lexi had initially hung out with them a lot as well, but after about a month, she finally returned to her job as a superhero. Now they hung out more intermittently, though it was still several times a week, especially since the two sisters officially lived in this city now. 
 
    Lily’s mother spoke up as I returned to the table to take my spot next to my fiancé. The table was long enough to seat eight, with three on each side and one person at each end. Rather than have me sit at the end, Freya took the head of the table spot, with Lily next to her and me the next seat down. Rose then sat on my other side, bouncing her leg while she looked around absentmindedly. Lily’s parents sat across from us. 
 
    “Sounds like a respectable career choice,” Mrs. Dodson mused. 
 
    Lily’s brow furrowed, but she let the comment go. “I like it,” she admitted. She then leaned back and looked at me warmly. “I wouldn’t have met Sam otherwise.” I smiled at her as her attention shifted to Rose on my other side. “Sweetie, you can drink your coffee if you want, you don’t need to wait.” 
 
    I glanced over to see Rose grab her huge mug and take a large gulp. Needless to say, the Dodson’s were shocked, both of their mouths suddenly hanging open. 
 
    “You let her have coffee?” Mrs. Dodson exclaimed in disbelief, looking from Lily to Freya and back again. 
 
    I quickly interjected before it could become an argument. “It doesn’t affect her,” I explained. “Her superpower negates the effects of most drugs, making it not much different than drinking flavored water.” 
 
    “Plus, it’s decaff,” Freya added when they didn’t seem convinced. It was a complete lie, but they didn’t need to know the details. 
 
    “Plus, it tastes amazing!” Rose contributed cheerfully, taking another gulp. Tasting coffee for the first time was still possibly one of her most enjoyed discoveries, since previously she had no idea anything tasted good, besides human blood. 
 
    It was obvious Mrs. Dodson wasn’t very satisfied with that answer, but she let it go for now. I decided to try to ease the tension by beginning to scoop some mashed potatoes onto Rose’s plate. She made a face, not looking forward to eating flavorless regular food, but she knew it was an occasional necessity to protect her secret. Freya was already beginning to fill her plate with some turkey, likewise ready to pretend to have a normal diet, before handing the platter off to Mrs. Dodson. 
 
    “So,” Lily’s dad began, turning his attention to me. However, before he could continue, the doorbell unexpectedly rang, prompting us all to exchange glances in surprise. It only took me half a second to see who it was with my second-sight, causing me to stifle a groan in annoyance. 
 
    Nick. Showing up, unannounced. 
 
    What in the hell was he doing here? And with Zoey no less. I quickly got up and went to answer the door. They were both dressed well, which wasn’t much of a surprise given the day. However, what was a surprise was to have them showing up at my front door without notice. 
 
    “Umm, hi,” Nick said awkwardly. His expression was slightly pleading as he continued. “Sorry we’re late.” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment as I tried to comprehend what was happening right now. Was he seriously inviting himself over? Seriously? I mean, yeah we were friends, but come on! And from Zoey’s expression, it appeared as if she expected to be here, unaware that they weren’t invited. 
 
    Dammit Nick! Way to make this awkward. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Oh, hey Nick. I thought you said you weren’t going to be able to make it,” I prompted, trying to keep my tone casual. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “Did I say that?” 
 
    “You did,” I lied, considering we never had a conversation about this in the first place. I then paused, seeing if he was going to back down. But nope. He was going to make me either invite him in or be an ass about it. Dammit! “But I’m glad you changed your mind,” I finally offered, hoping Zoey didn’t notice my grimace. 
 
    He nodded eagerly, grabbing her hand to escort her inside. 
 
    Lily had just gotten up from her seat to see what was going on when we all came in. She glanced at me in confusion, so I quickly shrugged before I was in sight of everyone else. Her eyes narrowed slightly, but I supposed her appreciation that Nick had helped defend her too, almost four months ago, was enough for her to put up with it. She put on a smile and returned her gaze to Nick and Zoey. “Oh,” she began hesitantly. “I didn’t realize you were going to be able to make it Nick.” 
 
    He rubbed his neck awkwardly a second time. “Yeah, sorry about that. Zoey’s parents are on some cruise for the holiday, and mine kind of took a random vacation out of nowhere as well.” He paused to laugh uncomfortably. 
 
    Lily looked back over at Freya, exchanging a glance, before Freya jumped up to take their coats while Lily grabbed two more plates from my cabinets. Lily then did a quick introduction to her parents, prompting them both to get up to greet them. 
 
    Mr. Dodson’s eyes widened into saucers when he shook Nick’s hand. “Damn,” he exclaimed, surprising us all. “That’s some grip you have there.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that,” Nick apologized. “My super-strength can be a nuisance sometimes.” 
 
    “Super-strength?” he repeated in disbelief, as he began sitting back down. 
 
    Zoey turned into a blur as she zipped over to pull out the chair next to Mr. Dodson for Nick to sit. It was weird seeing her wait on him like that, but he didn’t even hesitate to take a seat. Zoey then promptly sat down at the other head of the table across from Freya. 
 
    Damn, who was the man in their relationship? 
 
    “Yep,” Zoey said cheerfully, answering for Nick. “And I’m fast, as you can see. Nothing too special there.” She then immediately turned her attention to Freya and Lily, speaking so fast it was difficult to comprehend her. “And thank you for having us over this evening. I was surprised to find out that Nick had made plans on such short notice.” 
 
    We were too, I wanted to comment, but I kept my mouth shut. Dammit. Nick was going to owe me after this one. 
 
    Freya and Lily exchanged another glance, before Lily replied. “Of course Zoey. You know that you and Nick are always welcome.” 
 
    Rose unexpectedly let out a loud belch from beside me, shocking us all. “Oops,” she commented apologetically. “Sorry.” 
 
    She was definitely not sorry. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk, knowing her enthusiastic coffee drinking was probably to blame. Oddly enough, she didn’t seem to have that problem when she drank blood from my wrist. Granted, neither did Freya. Only chugging coffee seemed to do the trick. I suspected it might be because their bodies absorbed the blood like a sponge, whereas coffee went through their digestive track like normal. 
 
    I quickly handed a few bowls and trays over to our uninvited guests, so they could start filling their plates. Freya and Mrs. Dodson began resuming a conversation they had started while I was answering the door, so I reached over and rubbed Lily’s back apologetically. She gave me a warm smile in appreciation, seeming to interpret the gesture as an attempt to comfort her. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Mr. Dodson spoke up again. “So how exactly do you two make that work?” he blurted out. “I mean, Lily bursts into flames fairly easily. She almost burnt our house down half a dozen times while she was growing up.” 
 
    “Dad!” Lily exclaimed, clearly annoyed now. 
 
    Her mother chimed in too. “Actually, I’m wondering how that works as well,” she admitted, before looking at me apologetically. “I know you can heal quickly, but I can’t imagine what it’s like to be burned alive every time our daughter loses her temper, not to mention…” Her voice trailed off, probably realizing talking about our intimate life wasn’t the best dinner topic. 
 
    Lily just gawked at her mother in disbelief. 
 
    Nick unexpectedly spoke up before I could respond, his mouth full of food. “Well, you see,” he began. “Sam helped Lily learn how to control her ability some. He let her burn him to the bone every day for like five or six months before it started ‘working out.’” He did little air quotes and everything as he said ‘working out.’ His expression then darkened slightly as his jealousy seeped through. “Although, I’m not sure how it works now that Lily’s friend is involved too.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to gawk. “Nick!” I exclaimed. Dammit, I thought he had gotten over that by now. 
 
    He looked at me apologetically. “Sorry,” he mumbled, sounding completely insincere. He quickly went back to shoveling food in his mouth, as if he hadn’t said anything. 
 
    Mr. Dodson chimed in again. “The three of you really…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” Freya began, but Lily cut her off. 
 
    “Really, it’s none of your business,” she announced. “And we didn’t invite you over so you could judge me for my life decisions.” 
 
    “Oh honey,” Mrs. Dodson retorted, “we aren’t judging you for anything. It’s just surprising is all. We never imagined you’d ever be able to have a relationship with a man, never mind a woman too.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” Freya tried repeating again, but Lily cut her off a second time. 
 
    “Like I said,” she said through her teeth. “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “But do you really think this setup can last?” Mr. Dodson retorted, looking more concerned than critical. “Being in a relationship with two people?” 
 
    Lily scoffed. “Sam and I are getting married within the next year, and if it wasn’t for the stupid tax system, then Freya would be joining us. We are all completely committed.” She paused. “For life,” she added. 
 
    Freya looked at Lily hesitantly, since Lily had never been so bold as to make it seem like their relationship wasn’t purely platonic. I suspected she wished she could activate her third eye right now and figure out what was going on in Lily’s head. But that certainly wasn’t an option at the moment. 
 
    Both of Lily’s parents seemed flustered by their daughter’s outburst. Maybe even surprised she wasn’t bursting into flames either. After a moment, Mrs. Dodson spoke up again. “Well, I can see that you really have gained some control over your superpower. Your hair hasn’t lit on fire once.” 
 
    Lily rolled her eyes. “Oh, it still happens involuntarily, but I’m not overly upset right now. Just slightly annoyed.” I suspected she wanted to add something like ‘You’re not worth the time and energy’ but she held her tongue. 
 
    The Dodson’s exchanged a glance before Mrs. Dodson changed the subject. “Well, I hope we will be invited to the wedding,” she commented. “You deserve something extravagant.” 
 
    “Oh, it will be extravagant,” Freya confirmed. “I’m planning it.” 
 
    They both gawked at her for a moment, before Mrs. Dodson responded. “And you’re okay with Lily being the one to marry Sam?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “It’s probably because he’s immortal,” Nick blurted out through a mouthful of food. “Probably Freya gets him after Lily or something.” 
 
    “Nick!” Lily exclaimed, her eyes glowing brightly. I knew she was close to lighting up now. 
 
    He immediately held up his hands defensively, knowing he’d gone too far if Lily was worked up. “Sorry, sorry,” he exclaimed. He then paused. “What did I say?” 
 
    He figured it out though, when Mr. Dodson spoke up. “You’re immortal?!” he almost shouted at me. 
 
    I covered my eyes with my hand, leaning my head into my palm, my elbow on the table. They thought I was the same age as Lily. And we had intended to keep it that way. “Sort of,” I admitted, not wanting to look at him. 
 
    “Wait,” Nick began hesitantly, “they don’t know you’re a couple of centuries old?” 
 
    “Nick!” Lily shouted, bolting up out of her seat. She was definitely pissed now, her hair lighting on fire. It was a good thing I had high ceilings. Hopefully, the smoke alarm wouldn’t start going off, so long as she didn’t actually catch anything on fire. 
 
    “Y-Y-You’re how old?” Mr. Dodson stuttered in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m older,” Freya announced unexpectedly. “By over a hundred years in fact.” 
 
    The Dodson’s both looked at each other for a moment as the room fell completely silent. Lily’s father then grinned slightly, prompting her mother to do the same, before they both began laughing hysterically. 
 
    “So funny!” Mr. Dodson exclaimed. “All of you almost had me convinced there for a moment!” he continued laughing. “Hilarious!” he wheezed. 
 
    We all stared at them for a moment, Lily’s tension beginning to relax some. 
 
    I quickly gave Nick a death glare when he looked like he was about to speak up again. He immediately ducked his head and went back to eating. 
 
    Lily finally smiled fully, and sat back down. “Had you fooled, didn’t we?” she said cheerfully. “I thought it would be fun to make up for all the April Fools pranks I’ve missed out on,” she added. 
 
    Mr. Dodson continued to chuckle as he looked at his daughter warmly. “Good to see that you still know how to have fun,” he mused. 
 
    Rose unexpectedly tugged on my sleeve, prompting me to bend over so she could whisper in my ear. “Daddy, what’s April Fools?” she asked seriously. 
 
    I smirked at her, before giving her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’ll show you next year,” I promised. Now that she was in our lives, I suspected that all the holidays would be a lot more fun. Kids always seemed to remind us of the magic of being young and innocent. 
 
    “Promise?” she whispered. 
 
    “Promise,” I agreed with a grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    22: Reasons to Feel Blessed 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    December 24, 2734 – 1 Month Later – Evening 
 
      
 
    Lexi sat crossed legged on the floor across from Heidi as they finished wrapping presents. Both of them had a cup of eggnog close by, taking sips occasionally. 
 
    Heidi unexpectedly held up a large doll with red eyes and black hair, that looked strikingly similar to a certain little girl. “Rose is going to love this,” she announced confidently. She then held up another doll that had blonde hair and lavender eyes, looking just like the person holding it. “Sam is getting one made of you and Lily as well, so that she’ll have four to play with.” 
 
    Lexi’s eyes widened in response. “H-He is? Getting a doll made of me? I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “Yeah, well since Lily and Freya kind of banded together for Rose’s Christmas presents this year, he was more than happy to help me out with my idea. Granted, technically you’re paying for these two dolls, since I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” Lexi replied, feeling a little left out. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Heidi wondered. 
 
    Lexi shook her head. “Nothing. I just feel like whenever I try to do something nice, it gets shot down.” 
 
    “I think you’re trying too hard,” Heidi replied. “Like the fifteen-thousand dollar watch for Sam, and the brand new car for Lily. Like, it’s awkward accepting such an expensive gift. These dolls are only like fifty dollars apiece, and yet they are much more meaningful than some random gift that costs thousands.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, feeling a little embarrassed to have her little sister tutoring her on gift-giving. “Right,” she added lamely. 
 
    “Why do you try so hard anyway?” Heidi wondered. 
 
    Lexi blushed and looked away. 
 
    “Trying to get a piece of Sam?” she assumed. 
 
    Lexi gawked at her. “N-No!” 
 
    “Hey, if you want him so badly, just take him. We’ve already had sex like twenty times. I walked right up to him and was like, ‘Hey man, I haven’t had a guy eat me out in a while and I’m super juicy if you want a taste.’ And he was all like, ‘Yeah babe, totally. I’ll–’” 
 
    Heidi’s voice abruptly cut off as sparks of electricity went flying out of Lexi’s body uncontrollably. “Y-You what?!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m kidding!” Heidi practically yelled. “Dude sis, chill out! I’m just kidding! Sam has never even really touched me…” Her voice trailed off as she pouted then. 
 
    “W-Wait,” Lexi stammered. “You like Sam too?” 
 
    Heidi shrugged, returning to wrapping presents. “I don’t know, sis. What’s not to like? He’s hot. He’s got nice arms and a nice chest, and he’s really sweet.” She then met Lexi’s gaze. “I’d never sleep with him though. Not only would Freya probably kill me, but I’d never do anything to break Rose’s heart.” 
 
    “Oh…right…” Lexi agreed. 
 
    “Seriously though, what are you hoping for anyway? That they’ll let you join their relationship?” 
 
    Lexi stared at the wrapping paper as she thought about it. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I never would have considered something like that before, but they just make it work so well and…” She hesitated. “I guess, yeah. Being friends is nice, but I really just want to live with them. It feels…really safe there.” 
 
    “And you want to watch them have sex, right?” she assumed. 
 
    “Heidi!” Lexi chastised her. 
 
    “I’m almost twenty-one, sis. I’m not a kid anymore.” 
 
    “That’s besides the point!” Lexi retorted. 
 
    Heidi shrugged again. “Watching people have sex is fun. That’s why people make videos of it.” 
 
    “Heidi!” Lexi repeated. 
 
    “Hey, don’t judge. I didn’t have the internet for three years.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Lexi said again in disbelief. 
 
    “All I’m saying,” Heidi replied. “Is if they end up letting you in on it, then they sure as hell better not leave me out. I at least want to watch, at minimum.” 
 
    Lexi gawked at her for a few seconds, before looking away, realizing there was no point arguing about it. “Yeah, well at this point that seems unlikely. Neither Lily nor Freya seem interested in letting me be any more than just a friend. And honestly, I’m okay with just being a ‘friend’ in a sexual sense by not doing anything with Sam. Like, I’m not even sure if I could handle having sex with anyone right now, even though it’s been five months. But it would still be nice to be in the relationship – to have that emotional intimacy.” 
 
    Heidi sighed. “Honestly, I’m content with this for now. Anything is better than the last three years.” 
 
    Lexi took a deep breath and nodded in agreement. She knew she was so hung up on Sam because he felt safe. Because he could stop someone like Blaze. He was definitely hot, but there were a lot of hot guys in the world. Even Blaze had technically been hot, though she hadn’t been able to see him like that once she discovered the kind of monster he was. 
 
    But Sam was different. He was attractive, powerful, and most importantly safe, the last of which made him even more attractive, just like the opposite had happened with Blaze. And Lexi desperately wanted to be one of the girl’s Sam protected so fiercely. 
 
    But her younger sister was right. She needed to be content with her current situation, which was a million times better than it had been at this point in her life only a year ago. She could live with just being friends with their little family for now – that was definitely better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    December 24, 2734 – Current Day – Evening 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the ice-skating rink just as it started snowing again outside. There were already a few inches of the freezing white powder on the ground, though it hadn’t affected traffic at all since we had taken one of the underground interstates to get here. Rose immediately jumped out of the car and began trying to catch a few of the snowflakes, not even slightly bothered by the frigid wind. 
 
    The parking lot was full of cars, and the area was lit up brightly by both the streetlamps and the Christmas light display in front of the building. 
 
    Rose was wearing a Santa themed dress made of red velvet with fluffy white trim at the bottom of the skirt portion. The white trim also ran along her v-neck collar, as well as the end of her sleeves. The outfit was completed with black tights, charcoal colored suede boots, and a Santa hat. 
 
    The dress had been Lily’s idea, who was likewise wearing the exact same adult-sized outfit to match our daughter. There was just something about Rose that really brought out the little kid in Lily, despite the twenty-year age difference, not to mention Rose’s innocent perception on life seemed to make everything new and exciting again. Tomorrow would be her first time celebrating Christmas, and we were all looking forward to it. 
 
    Freya and I were dressed more casually, both of us wearing jeans and thick cashmere sweaters. Hers was a pale-blue, whereas mine was plain black. Freya also had on a hooded leather jacket with white trim, as well as a FRIL choker necklace that matched Lily’s engagement necklace, minus the pendant. 
 
    Lily had referred to Freya as being a grinch for not joining the Santa-themed bandwagon, but dressing up for the holidays had never been something that interested her. Granted, that hadn’t stopped Freya from wearing a Santa-themed latex outfit to bed last night. I supposed she was willing to do it under certain circumstances at least – all the right ones, as far as I was concerned. And since Freya’s breasts had continued to grow larger, being only a few sizes smaller than Lily now, she really filled out that type of clothing. 
 
    “Ready?” Lily asked Rose cheerfully, grabbing her hand to lead her inside. I wrapped my arm around Freya’s shoulders as we followed after them, prompting her to wrap an arm around my waist as well. Her leather jacket wasn’t made of FRIL but it was almost just as shiny and slick. 
 
    “Are you sure I won’t fall?” Rose asked Lily tentatively, this being the first time she would have any real experience with ice. We needed to take her out sledding too, since she had never done that either. And maybe invite Lexi and Heidi while we were at it. 
 
    “Oh sweetie,” Lily replied warmly, “I doubt you’d get hurt if you did fall.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose complained, “but someone might laugh at me.” 
 
    Lily pulled her in closer, causing Rose to wrap her arms around her waist, her head pressed against the side of Lily’s chest. “Well, if they do, then I’ll set them on fire. How’s that?” 
 
    Rose giggled at Lily’s serious expression. “I know you won’t,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Lily admitted, before lowering her voice. “But daddy could probably dump salt in their drink without them even knowing it.” 
 
    Rose’s grin widened as she glanced back at me. She then brought her small hand up to her mouth, covering the wrong side as if she were trying to truly hide what she was about to say. “Maybe we can dump salt in daddy’s drink,” she whispered at full volume. 
 
    “Hey now,” I retorted. “No pranks.” 
 
    Rose grinned back at me, and I returned the smile, knowing she was only teasing. 
 
    Ever since I had told Rose about April Fools’ day, she had decided she couldn’t wait until the spring to try out a few pranks for herself. And unfortunately, it quickly got out of hand when Lily and Heidi began getting involved. 
 
    When Rose and Lily wrapped the toilet and doorknob in plastic wrap and covered it in petroleum jelly, Freya decided enough was enough. The vampiric beauty rarely used the bathroom, but when she occasionally did, she certainly didn’t like having to pull out her claws to do so. 
 
    Not to mention the mess. Freya was pretty greased up by the time she got out of there, and apparently the stuff isn’t easy to get out of hair. I wasn’t even sure how it ended up in her hair, but she made Lily scrub her down with baby powder and soap in the shower as punishment, since she had been the real instigator of that particular prank. 
 
    Considering how the shower turned out, there was a small, very tiny, part of me that wondered if Freya got it in her hair on purpose, but I wasn’t about to ask. I knew nothing serious happened, but there was definitely a lot of complaining on Lily’s part every couple of minutes. 
 
    Needless to say, no one could be mad at Rose, though I did need to have a talk with her about waiting until April Fools’ day to do any more pranks. Thankfully, she wasn’t too disappointed. And thankfully, Heidi took the hint as well. 
 
    Once we got inside the building, we found that the place was much busier than we were expecting, even despite all the vehicles. Being Christmas Eve, it was the only ice-skating rink in the entire city that was open, which meant anyone who had the inclination to join their yearly holiday party was present for the occasion. 
 
    I wasn’t a big fan of large crowds, or of being pressed in on all sides by anything in particular. Thus, my sudden claustrophobia prompted me to finally exit the throng of people, so I could order myself some nachos and find a table at the edge of the rink. 
 
    Technically, being in a crowd this thick violated Lily’s G-32 restriction on her citizen ID, which was meant to avoid people getting harmed in the event Lily accidentally exploded. But very few people were aware that such a restriction even existed, so I figured there was no harm. Not to mention she had gotten a lot better at controlling her flames in recent months. It could still happen uncontrollably if she got worked up enough, but her threshold for bursting into flames seemed to be a lot higher than when I first met her. 
 
    Freya joined me a few minutes later, plopping down with a smirk on her face. “You didn’t return your skates?” she wondered, glancing down at the pair leaning against the center leg of the table. 
 
    I had changed back into my shoes, but had neglected to return them in case the crowd thinned. Obviously, she must have decided she was done for the night. “Nope. I figured I’d wait to see if some people leave.” 
 
    Freya’s brow unexpectedly furrowed. “Feeling claustrophobic?” she wondered seriously. 
 
    I nodded slowly in response, catching a glimpse of Lily’s Santa hat in the crowd. 
 
    Having read my memories a few times now, Freya knew I had a lot of issues I hid well underneath the surface from all the traumas I had experienced. You didn’t get stuck in a statue for almost two decades without having some mental side-effects that weren’t easy to get over. Needless to say, my fear of tight spaces didn’t really bother me, unless I had physical pressure on most of my body in such a way that I felt like I couldn’t easily escape. 
 
    It was one of the reasons why I could probably never be comfortable being in the middle of Freya and Lily when they snuggled in bed. Usually Lily was in the middle, with it occasionally being Freya – never me though. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “It’s fun just to watch too,” I hedged. 
 
    “Agreed,” Freya replied, likewise focusing in on Lily and Rose. They were coming around our way again, which meant they could be seen better through the small gaps between people. 
 
    “What about you?” I wondered. As far as I knew, she didn’t have the same problem with claustrophobia that I sometimes experienced. 
 
    Freya’s brow furrowed again as she continued to stare into the crowd. “Would you think badly of me if I admitted I just didn’t find this very fun?” 
 
    I quickly shook my head, catching her attention finally. “Not at all. Is it because of the people?” 
 
    She took a deep breath, before interlacing her fingers underneath her chin and giving me her full attention. “Yes and no,” she admitted. “Prior to the last year, most activities had long since lost their appeal to me. I just find everything so boring, to be honest.” 
 
    Freya paused to evaluate my expression. “You three have changed that,” she quickly added. “I feel like there’s joy in life again. Not that I ever really had much of that to begin with.” She sighed then, resting her hand on her cheek to return her gaze to the crowd. “But I don’t really find enjoyment in the activity itself. Only in spending time with all of you. And right now, the people here are making it difficult for me to do even that.” 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgment. “Everything seems to get boring once you’ve lived long enough, huh?” I considered. 
 
    Freya gave me a small smirk. “I suppose you’d understand that,” she replied. She paused then as her gaze unexpectedly became tender. “I like that by the way. I like that you can relate. It’s been difficult not having anyone I can relate to.” 
 
    I reached out to offer her my hand. She accepted it with a warm smile. I jumped back to her comment regarding boredom. “I don’t really think that’s a bad thing though,” I tried reassuring her. “Too many people focus on doing things, or focus on receiving gifts during Christmas time. So few realize the true blessing of the holidays is sharing it with the people we love.” 
 
    “It would all be pointless without you, Lily, and Rose in my life,” she agreed. “And Lexi and Heidi too, while I’m naming off people.” She then grimaced slightly. “It felt completely pointless for most of–” 
 
    Freya’s eyes abruptly narrowed, her attention suddenly elsewhere – I assumed she was listening to something I couldn’t hear beyond the noisy murmur of the crowd and loud Christmas music. 
 
    “What–” I began. 
 
    She immediately held up a finger to silence me. After a moment, she bolted out of her seat. “Be right back. Some ass is harassing Lily.” 
 
    Despite what she said, I wasn’t about to sit around and hope for the best. I jumped out of my seat too, abandoning my half-eaten nachos. We both rushed past the few people standing in our way as we headed towards one of the gates to exit the skating rink. Apparently, the guy really was being an ass, because he was still following after Lily as she and Rose tried to make their way through the crowd of skaters. 
 
    Being on the ice was a bad place for that to happen too, because he could easily make her lose her balance just by yanking on her in the right way. Thus, the moment he reached out to grab her arm, I shot out an astral limb, causing his fingers to hit an invisible barrier. 
 
    Freya was already there, reaching out to pull Lily and Rose off the ice. As soon as she had them, I caught up to take her place, blocking this particular exit. It was ridiculous that we were having to go to these lengths to stop this guy. And I was pretty sure there wasn’t even alcohol involved. 
 
    The man was taller than me, almost my height despite the fact that I was a step above him, though I was definitely more muscular. He looked me over briefly before his expression became irate. “Get the hell out of my way!” he snapped. 
 
    I remained exactly where I was. “You need to leave my fiancé the hell alone,” I retorted with just as much disdain in my voice. 
 
    His eyes narrowed at that. “I’ll talk to whichever bitch I want, so you can go–” 
 
    Instantly, the guy was barely on his tippy toes, being choked to death by an astral limb around his neck as I brought his face closer to mine. He immediately began clawing at the air, finding that there was nothing to grasp on to as if he was being held by a ghost. The moment he reached out for me instead, I snagged his arms and forced them down to his side. To anyone else, he probably just looked like he was awkwardly standing on the tips of his skates for no reason, though his expression was shocked and panicked now. 
 
    “Now you listen here,” I hissed at him. “Call my woman a bitch again, and it will be the last thing you ever do.” I lowered my voice even more. “Now you can either go piss off, or else I’ll discretely kill you from across the room while I enjoy my nachos.” 
 
    I didn’t give him the opportunity to respond though. Instead, I turned him right around and began controlling his legs, moving his ankles as I skated him to the other side of the rink to emphasize my point. I’d assume the guy had a death wish if he decided to show his face again. Because no matter what his superpower was, assuming it wasn’t just being an asshole, I guaranteed he had never met anyone capable of discretely killing someone from across the room 
 
    Once I was satisfied, spinning him around a few times like a ballerina just for the fun of it, which ironically earned him a round of applause from a few, I let go of him and turned to face Freya and Lily staring at me intently. 
 
    “Probably the best skating the guy’s ever done,” I commented with a smirk, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    Lily sounded exasperated. “The idiot just wouldn’t take no for an answer,” she groaned. “I told him I wasn’t interested, and then I told him flat out to leave me alone, but he wouldn’t quit.” 
 
    Freya immediately tried to reassure her. “He was just being an ass. You handled yourself just fine.” She paused, tightening her arm around Lily’s shoulders. “And honestly, I’m proud of you for not lighting him on fire.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I didn’t want to ruin the evening.” Lily pouted then. “I would probably end up going to jail if I did, even if I was just trying to defend myself.” 
 
    “I offered to break his neck,” Rose chimed in from their side. “But Aunt Lily said that wasn’t very nice.” 
 
    I gawked at her for a moment, because I knew she had a lot of sympathy for others, even strangers…or rather, maybe she just had sympathy for kids her age. Although, I supposed she had been violent several times now when dealing with those she considered to be ‘bad people.’ Maybe the guy reminded her too much of Blaze. 
 
    Freya bent down to get on Rose’s level. “Yes, well, Lily’s right. That’s not very nice, and you should only consider it if someone is sincerely trying to harm you.” She hesitated for a moment. “And maybe just break a few ribs – maybe an arm. If you snap their neck, then the police might not like that very much.” 
 
    “Yeah, like not at all,” I corrected her. 
 
    Freya grinned at me, before standing up straight again. “Honestly, I think this was fun,” she abruptly announced. “But why don’t we go grab some coffee and drive around the local neighborhoods to look at the Christmas lights?” 
 
    That got Rose’s attention. “Coffee!” she said cheerfully, reaching out to grab Lily’s hand. “Come on! Let’s return our skates and get coffee!” 
 
    Despite herself, Lily smiled earnestly and nodded, hobbling away with Rose to go get their shoes on. I walked up to Freya to wrap my arm around her again. 
 
    “One thing that’s different between us,” she abruptly said, her red eyes looking up at me with a tender expression. “Immortality has only made me more impatient with time. I envy your restraint, because if I had your ability I’d be killing the guy right now while he’s running out to his car.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise, though not because of the homicidal part. “He really left?” I wondered seriously. 
 
    Her affectionate gaze turned slightly mischievous as she nodded. “I think you made him cry,” she added with a grin. 
 
    “Well good,” I scoffed. “He seemed like he needed a little humility in his life.” I paused then as I considered her comment. “Honestly though, while I may be patient, I’m also pretty reckless. Because I still would have gotten in the guy’s face, even if I didn’t know about my true superpower.” 
 
    “But that’s different,” she disagreed. “You were defending Lily. That’s not reckless, that’s brave.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Hard to call it brave when I know I can’t get hurt permanently.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Freya wrapped her hand around my neck, intertwining her fingers in my hair as she pulled my lips down to hers. After a rough kiss that lasted long enough to turn a few heads, she pulled away with a chastising expression. “You can still feel pain,” she reminded me, lowering her voice even more. “And even if you aren’t walking through hell on Lily’s behalf anymore, you still suffer for me almost daily. Not to mention you let Rose feed off you too.” 
 
    “It’s worth it,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    “Some might think you’re crazy,” she chastised me. 
 
    “Others might call it love,” I countered. 
 
    She sighed briefly, before kissing me more gently this time and letting me go. 
 
    I stood up straight, seeing that Lily and Rose were heading in our direction again. I quickly wrapped my arms around Freya’s neck and brought my mouth down to her ear. “Now, let’s enjoy the rest of the evening with coffee and Christmas lights. And then after we send Rose off to bed, you can remind me of why letting you drink my blood every day is so much fun.” 
 
    Freya pulled away and looked up at me with excitement in her eyes. “Oh, you are going to love the outfit I made for Lily. She’s been dying to show it off to you, but I told her she had to save it for tonight.” 
 
    I grinned, wondering what she had come up with this time. No doubt it was holiday themed too, possibly a FRIL version of what Lily was currently wearing now. 
 
    “Ready?” Lily wondered as she and Rose reached us. The stress from a few minutes ago already seemed to be forgotten. 
 
    “Ready,” Freya and I responded in sync. We smiled warmly at each other. 
 
    We were both definitely ready. Ready to spend time with our little family and enjoy the most important part of the holidays. 
 
    Each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    23: A Day of Winter Fun 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    January 3, 2735 – 10 Days Later – Noon 
 
      
 
    Lily had Rose seated on her lap, with Lexi and Heidi squished beside her in the backseat of Sam’s new Mustang. It wasn’t nearly as luxurious as his old Lambo, but it was still a nice car. It was technically a Christmas present from her and Freya, although really Freya had footed the bill. Lily picked out the color though – a beautiful emerald green. 
 
    The six of them were all heading to go sledding together, with four large circular sleds stuffed into the trunk – doubtful Sam or Freya would do much sledding themselves. However, Lily was excited for another reason too. A very special reason. 
 
    Lily met Sam’s gaze in the rearview mirror, a knowing look in his eye. She smiled warmly at him, glancing out the window when the car pulled off onto an old side-street in the countryside. The bony ice-covered trees lined each side, slowly becoming more tightly packed as they continued deeper into a forest. It was a place Freya had known about from a long time ago, when they had a skiing slope here. It wasn’t exactly the most ideal location though, with the slopes being much smaller than most people preferred, so eventually they had an artificial hill created and moved locations. 
 
    Sam called up the guy who owned the land now, asking if he could pay to use the old slope for sledding for a day. Needless to say, the man scoffed at the idea, and said they could sled for free, commenting that he had put up liability signs long ago since he didn’t have the time to try to keep people from doing it anyway. 
 
    Granted, as they pulled up in an old parking lot towards the top of the small hill, they saw that this place must have long been forgotten by the public – there wasn’t a soul in sight. Which was awesome, as far as Lily was concerned. They had the whole hill to themselves. 
 
    As they all climbed out of the car, Lexi and Heidi both seemed just as excited as Lily was. Without hesitation, Rose climbed right on top of the Mustang’s sturdy emerald roof to see down the hill better, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Hey Rose,” Sam commented. “If you want to see better then you can just ask.” 
 
    Rose gave him a confused look before she was suddenly lifting off into the air by Sam’s invisible limbs. She immediately squealed in excitement, looking around at everything from a height she couldn’t easily achieve on her own – not without climbing a really tall tree or something similar. 
 
    Heidi looked like she was about to ask if he’d lift her in the air too, but seemed to decide against it at the last moment. 
 
    While Sam set Rose back down, Lily walked over to Freya and wrapped her arm around her shoulders. “So,” Lily began. “We’re going to go sledding…” 
 
    Freya rolled her crimson eyes. “Well, yeah Lily, obviously.” 
 
    “And you’re,” she continued, “going on a little walk with Sam.” 
 
    Freya’s brow furrowed. “I am?” she wondered in confusion. 
 
    “Yep!” Lily replied, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek. 
 
    Freya froze, only to have a bewildered expression as Lily pulled away. Lily didn’t miss a beat though, winking at her and then taking off to kiss Sam before joining Lexi, Heidi, and Rose. 
 
    Lily really wanted to be there, but she knew that Freya and Sam needed to be alone for this. To share this special moment alone. 
 
    And honestly, Lily wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    …After all, it would just be the two of them one day. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 3, 2735 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    I realized Lily must have said something when she gave me a mischievous grin before kissing me fully on the lips. I focused on Freya to see she had a puzzled expression. Lily quickly took off to go sledding with the others, so I walked up to Freya and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. 
 
    The leather jacket she was wearing, with the fur trimmed hood, was really filled out now that her chest was so much larger. Freya was getting a little tired of going bra shopping almost every month though, having gained a whopping seven sizes since last March. She was almost as large as Lily was now, and her eternally youthful body probably meant they would forever be super plump like Lily’s implants. However, unlike Lily, she had been fine with her smaller chest size, and had begun showing signs of annoyance that she hadn’t stopped growing yet. 
 
    “So,” Freya began tentatively. “I guess we’re going for a walk?” 
 
    I gave her a peck on the forehead before nodding. “Yep,” I replied simply, beginning to lead her towards the trees. She had both arms wrapped around my torso as she walked by my side. 
 
    “So, how come?” she finally asked after about two minutes of walking in silence, listening to the girls scream in excitement behind us. 
 
    “Well, I wanted to spend some time alone with you,” I admitted. “Is that alright?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Of course. And I’m thrilled to do so, but Lily made it seem like there was something special about it.” 
 
    I stopped then, now that we were fairly out of sight thanks to all the ice on the bony trees. I held her gaze for a few long seconds before replying. “Well, she’s right. I did want to share a special moment with you. You are my forever, after all.” 
 
    Freya’s eyes widened, and her bottom lip began trembling slightly as her eyes filled with tears. I doubted she knew what was coming, my words alone moving her emotionally. After all, calling her ‘my forever’ wasn’t just a casual statement. Especially not for us. 
 
    I took a step away then, holding firmly onto her left hand as I reached into my back pocket. Freya’s right hand shot up to her mouth when I got down on one knee. 
 
    She gasped. “S-Sam…” 
 
    I held up the silver white-gold ring inlaid with nine diamonds and one large marquise right in the middle. 
 
    “Will you be mine forever?” I asked quietly, seeing the tears slip from her crimson eyes and down her cheeks. 
 
    She was completely silent for a long few moments, though I wasn’t worried at all about her answer. After a moment, she wiped her eyes and sniffled with a cute laugh. “This is going to be a really long engagement,” she commented with another laugh. 
 
    “Probably the longest,” I agreed. 
 
    Her eyes locked onto mine then, her expression intense. “We’ll make it the longest ever,” she said seriously, hinting at her commitment to keep Lily around for as humanly long as possible. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. 
 
    She bit her lower lip then, her intense expression shifting to some combination of passion, desire, and hunger – though not the hunger I was used to seeing. Not a hunger for my blood, but a hunger for me. 
 
    Slowly, very slowly, she freed her hand from my grasp and reached out to grasp my face in her grip. She then leaned down carefully, her expression growing in its passion as she brought her nose barely an inch away from mine. 
 
    I dropped my arms to my sides, the ring still between my fingers, to experience the moment for what it was, letting the intensity of her gaze remind me of her strength and power. I could see a hint of the creature that lie hidden behind the surface, even as her face remained human – a creature that desperately wanted to make me hers forever. 
 
    Even though I had been the one to ask the question, suddenly it was like she was asking it. Or rather, she was silently demanding it. Silently commanding it. 
 
    It was like stepping into a wolf’s territory, and now that I was here, she wasn’t going to let me leave even if I wanted to. Because whatever was in the wolf’s territory belonged to the wolf. 
 
    I belonged to the wolf. 
 
    There was no escape. 
 
    And with that, she closed the gap, pressing her warm lips against mine, her alluring jawline remaining exactly as it was. No popping, no widening, no dagger-like teeth. 
 
    Just a kiss of intense raw desire. 
 
    I finally grabbed the ring with a tentacle as I reached up to wrap my arms around her back, yanking her on top of me. My jacket shielded me from the cold snow as I fell on my back, her tongue immediately slipping into my mouth, her kissing strong but gentle. 
 
    She pulled away slightly as her jaw finally began popping, her intense craving rapidly transitioning into arousal. “Go inside me,” she demanded in a low voice, grabbing my arm at the same time as she violently sank her teeth in. 
 
    She bit down as hard as she could as I eased an astral limb inside her body, her clothing not being any kind of hindrance. She growled then, truly a growl, as she let go of my arm and thrust her large chest against mine, arching her back downwards as she thrust her head and butt up simultaneously, her knees trembling in the snow, her fingers digging into the frozen ground. 
 
    Abruptly she thrust her head back down, her lower back arching even more as she yanked the collar of my jacket to the side and sank her teeth into my shoulder, again growling viciously as I worked between her legs. I moved one of my hands from the smooth leather on her upper back to force her head against me even more, running my fingers through her black hair, before balling it up into a fist, pulling her hair while pushing downward. 
 
    Her growl escalated, and I began snaking a tentacle up each thigh, slowly creeping higher and higher. Her breathing picked up as the inhuman noise coming from her throat shifted to a low moan. The moment she let go of my shoulder, I yanked her head back by her hair and forced my lips on hers to muffle the uncontrollable grunts of ecstasy. 
 
    Unexpectedly, her tongue surprised me by growing thicker and reaching all the way to the back of my throat as her body began spasming. She quickly flopped down on top of me then, squirming without volition, as her climax continued to last much longer than normal. 
 
    She withdrew her tongue from my mouth after a few more seconds, gasping for breath as her body continued to tremble incessantly. I knew she could be selective about her transformation, so I assumed she must have a longer tongue when transformed, especially considering the elongated shape of her dark gray draconic head that I had witnessed firsthand once before. Personally, I wasn’t particularly excited by that new development, but I also wasn’t doing this for myself right now either. 
 
    I held Freya tight with both my arms and invisible limbs, feeling her heartbeat pound through her chest, reverberating into mine. We were both completely silent for a long time, the occasional joyful scream in the distance the only sound breaking the muffled world around us. 
 
    Freya finally sighed heavily, and lifted her upper body off me just enough to hold my gaze. 
 
    “Well,” she began with a content smile as she held up her left hand. “I guess I should let you put the ring on now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    24: Sharing Secrets 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    January 11, 2735 – 1 Week Later – Evening 
 
      
 
    Freya examined her beautiful engagement ring in the dim light, curled up on Sam’s comfy sectional couch as she listened to the three women socializing in the kitchen while making popcorn. She wasn’t worried about Sam and Rose being bored upstairs, because they always found something to entertain themselves. The movie the four girls were about to watch wasn’t something she personally would have picked, being a romantic comedy, but she was looking forward to an excuse to cuddle with Lily for a couple of hours. 
 
    Not to mention, Lexi and Heidi could be hilarious sometimes with the comments they made. Even if Freya found the movie boring, she suspected she might be quite entertained watching the blonde sisters instead. 
 
    Freya sat up straighter when the three girls came back into Sam’s living room, each of them carrying a bowl of popcorn. Lily was wearing a pair of electric blue FRIL shorts, her pink latex panties peeking out of the top in the back, as well as a black latex camisole that revealed part of her milky stomach and back. Alternatively, the sisters were both wearing comfy silk pajama pants and matching shirts. Freya was the only one still dressed in her clothes from earlier, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. For her, dressing in pajamas wasn’t necessarily more comfortable, and when she did change her clothes later, she intended to put on a special outfit for Sam after everyone had gone to sleep. 
 
    The moment Lily was in reach, beginning to turn around to sit down, Freya grabbed her hips and gave her a tug. 
 
    Lily squealed adorably as she fell down on the cushion next to Freya, barely managing to avoid spilling the popcorn in her hands. However, before the busty model could complain, she wrapped her arm around her and leaned into her heavily, getting comfortable for the next few hours. 
 
    Lily looked like she was about to speak, but then abruptly shut her mouth, her cheeks turning bright red as Freya pressed her large chest into the side of hers. Freya knew she liked the change – a lot – but she didn’t want to admit it to herself or anyone else. 
 
    Maybe one day, she hoped. 
 
    But she wasn’t going to press it, beyond a certain point, knowing Lily had a limit before she really started pushing back. 
 
    Lexi and Heidi were so used to Freya’s playfulness when it came to Lily that they weren’t even surprised. However, it didn’t go unnoticed that Lexi glanced at them from the corner of her eye, looking a little left out. Freya wasn’t really sure what she expected though, since she wasn’t into women – just Lily. Not to mention, having just barely glanced at Lexi’s thoughts six months ago, she doubted that kind of love was on Lexi’s mind anyway. 
 
    Maybe she just wanted to feel more like she belonged? Did Lexi just want the closeness she perceived that Sam’s two women shared? 
 
    Doubtful Lexi would feel so longing if she understood how Freya really felt about Lily. If Freya had imprinted on Lexi instead, and got all touchy, no doubt Lexi would zap her in a heartbeat when she realized the affection wasn’t platonic. 
 
    The longing glance only lasted for a moment though, as Heidi stole Lexi’s attention by reaching over her to grab the remote on her other side. 
 
    Lily still hadn’t spoken up, her heart racing as she stared down at her bowl of popcorn. After a moment, she cleared her throat. 
 
    “Umm, Freya, could you grab a blanket?” she wondered hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah, actually, I could use one too,” Heidi chimed in. 
 
    Freya hesitated, knowing neither Lily nor herself got cold. Was she just attempting to get rid of her for a few moments? Had she pushed it too far? 
 
    Freya took a deep breath as she got up to go grab a couple of blankets Sam had stored in a closet downstairs. When she returned, Heidi curled up underneath theirs with her sister, and Freya sat down tentatively next to Lily, pulling the blanket over them carefully. 
 
    She didn’t press herself into Lily this time though, afraid she really had gone too far for once. Lily seemed to notice the change in her demeanor, clearing her throat as the movies started, her orange eyes churning quickly. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get comfortable?” she wondered hesitantly when Freya didn’t make any effort to touch her again. 
 
    Freya looked at her in shock, prompting Lily to immediately avert her gaze. After a moment of listening to Lily’s heartbeat pounding in her chest, Freya finally smiled slightly and leaned into her best friend, readjusting the blanket around them as she got extra comfortable by throwing one leg across Lily’s knee. 
 
    And Lily let her do it, staring intently at the screen while Freya nuzzled her head against her heated shoulder, leaving her popcorn untouched. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 11, 2735 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    I hugged Rose tightly as she snuggled up against my side while we watched cartoons on my tablet. We were curled up together on my couch in the loft upstairs at my place, both of us listening to her show with wireless earphones to enjoy it in relative peace. Still, that didn’t prevent us both from hearing the occasional hysterical cackling downstairs. 
 
    It was Friday night, and the women were having a girl’s night turned slumber party, with all four of them enjoying a romantic comedy in my living room. Even Freya could be heard laughing occasionally at some of the comments made by Lexi and Heidi. 
 
    Rose didn’t seem to mind at all though, being used to tuning out what she didn’t want to focus on. And she was really into her show, though her crimson eyes were beginning to droop. 
 
    We had temporarily moved out of Lily’s house just a few days ago as they began building the second story to the house by first removing the roof. They had already expanded the kitchen and dining room to have space to install a stairwell, and in the last few days they had made all the preparations to erect the new walls, as well as run all the wiring and plumbing. 
 
    Granted, I supposed that the expense of the fire-proof materials, and the labor cost of working with those unique materials, made them eager to knock the job out. It would probably be the most money they had ever made on such a small project, compared to the type of work they were used to doing. 
 
    I paused Rose’s show with my thumb when I saw that she was out, her chin slouched against her chest, her eyes closed now as she breathed in and out evenly. I waited a few more minutes, just enjoying the activity of watching her sleep peacefully, knowing that she was safe and happy, before slowly pulling the earbuds out and laying her down on the comfy soft couch. I then reached out across the room without getting up and dimmed the light to a low glow. 
 
    I suspected the movie downstairs was almost over, so I decided to head down to my kitchen and clean up a little. There were several small tubs of ice cream that were beginning to melt, and probably would already be melted had they decided to snack on ice cream at the beginning of the movie. 
 
    Instead, they started with popcorn, and only went for something sweeter about thirty minutes ago, neglecting to stash it back in the fridge in their eagerness to resume the film. 
 
    Freya heard me come down, and met me in the kitchen with a big grin on her face. I assumed she was much more amused by how the other three were responding to the movie rather than being too interested in the romcom itself. 
 
    “Rose asleep?” she wondered cheerfully. 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. “She passed out halfway through an episode.” 
 
    “She’s so cute,” Freya commented in passing, popping one of the lids on an ice cream container in order to help. She handed it to me then, since I already had the freezer open. 
 
    “She is,” I agreed, knowing Freya wasn’t fishing for complements for herself. Even though they looked alike, Rose was entirely her own person, with her own thoughts, emotions, likes, and dislikes. She had a very unique personality, which was very different than even Freya’s personality when she was her age. The only thing they shared was their overall superpower and associated physical characteristics. But otherwise, they were truly different people entirely. 
 
    For one, while Rose’s upbringing until this point had been much worse, she had somehow maintained a level of innocence and kindness lacking in Freya. Such as the fact that they had both killed someone who was trying to harm them around the same age. Freya didn’t regret her decision, whereas Rose still did, even despite the similarities. 
 
    That necessarily didn’t make Rose a better person, but just different. A distinct person, separate from her mother. 
 
    And Freya was right. Rose was truly adorable, both inside and out. She melted everyone’s heart with her cute expressions and kindhearted personality. 
 
    Lexi came in a few seconds later, setting her bowl down on the counter, only to see we were cleaning up and taking it to the sink instead. “Wow,” she exclaimed as she rinsed her bowl out. “I haven’t laughed that hard in years. My stomach even hurts.” 
 
    “Me either,” Freya agreed with a smirk. “I’ve never laughed so hard at someone else laughing,” she clarified with an even wider grin. 
 
    Lexi gave her a playful glare, before her eyes fell on me and the amusement disappeared. She quickly cleared her throat. “So, umm, I was wanting to bring up something, if that’s alright.” 
 
    Freya and I both exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Umm, sure,” I offered. “What’s up?” 
 
    Lexi interlaced her fingers in front of her waist, and looked straight down, seeming extra embarrassed. “This is just an idea,” she said quickly, her words coming out faster as she continued. “So, I completely understand if you two, and Lily, aren’t into it, but since you’re having like three extra rooms built, I was wondering what you would think about me and Heidi moving in? We would pay rent of course.” 
 
    I gawked at her. Personally, I didn’t particularly like the idea at all, because while I could certainly exert self-control having two additional hot women in the house, I wasn’t about to play with fire. 
 
    And I literally would be playing with fire, when I risked having Lily fry me if she found out something happened between me and one of the sisters. Like I said, I could be good, and I intended to be good. But it was like being on a diet – part of ‘being good’ meant not intentionally having a giant chocolate cake sitting on your kitchen counter, tempting you with it’s delicious looking icing, tantalizing coloring, seductive curves, and succulent smooth… 
 
    Cake. 
 
    Definitely talking about cake. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Freya surprised me by taking a different approach entirely. “Sam, I think we should probably tell them,” she said seriously. “About the ‘you know what.’” 
 
    I did know what. 
 
    And I supposed she was right. If they were going to hang out with us so much, or rather, if they were going to be around me so much, then they needed to know…about the danger that lurked in the shadows. 
 
    “Know what?” Lexi asked with concern. 
 
    I took a deep breath, seeing that Freya was going to let me introduce the subject. “About the danger it poses for you to live with us, and possibly even just to associate with us, if I’m being honest.” I hated the idea of them deciding to not come around anymore, especially since Rose had really grown attached to them too, but they had a right to know. “For a very long time, I’ve had someone after me. An organization of some sort, that’s been trying to make my life a living hell.” I grimaced. “I was actually married once before, and this organization killed my family.” 
 
    Lexi looked like she was about to pass out. She immediately snapped her head to the side when Heidi and Lily came into the kitchen having heard me from the other room. Lexi then met my gaze again. “I’m…I’m really sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know something like that had happened to you so recently.” 
 
    I gawked at her for a moment, before recalling that she didn’t know how old I actually was, likely assuming I was about her age. In her mind, what I was telling her had happened maybe five years ago, not over a hundred and twenty. Granted, I appreciated the sentiment, since it was something that still haunted me just the same. Even with all the love I had in my life now, it wasn’t something you just ‘got over.’ Not ever. 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance again. 
 
    After a moment, Freya chimed in, making it clear she wasn’t ready to tell them that particular secret. “So, to give you an example, we had to kill Sam’s old boss because he was being paid by this organization to keep tabs on Sam…” She paused. “And the man ended up trying to have Lily killed.” 
 
    Heidi’s jaw dropped, and Lexi’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “And we know someone else who was being paid to keep tabs on Sam,” Freya quickly added, “but he decided to stop, and of course he’s still alive since he hasn’t tried hurting anyone. We don’t just go around killing people we don’t like. We’ve only done it to stop the threats on our lives.” 
 
    Heidi had recovered and nodded slowly in agreement. Considering her personal circumstances, she understood that perfectly – sometimes there was no way around it, when your only options were kill or be killed. 
 
    Lexi, on the other hand, seemed extremely pensive, her eyebrows knitted together as she listened. 
 
    “So if you were to live with us,” I continued. “Or even just by associating with us, it’s possible these people might make you targets as well. It’s stressful enough knowing that Lily is in their sights. Obviously, none of us like the idea of putting your lives in danger too, especially considering we just rescued you six months ago.” 
 
    Heidi immediately spoke up. “Well, I’m staying wherever Rose is,” she announced. She then immediately gave Freya an apologetic look, likely because it was her daughter. “She’s like a little sister to me now, and I feel like I owe her a lot. I mean, no little kid should have had to put up with shit like that in the first place, and yet she didn’t hesitate to protect those she loves. I can’t just walk away and say goodbye like none of that mattered. So, even if we can’t live with you, I still want to be in her life.” 
 
    Freya nodded, causing Heidi to relax a little. 
 
    “Umm,” Lexi finally spoke up after a second, prompting us to give her our attention. She looked over at Lily uneasily, before returning her gaze to me. “Umm,” she repeated. “I think…” Her voice trailed off. “Like, I don’t know if it’s related at all, but…” 
 
    “Just spit it out Lexi,” Freya chastised, though her tone wasn’t harsh. 
 
    She clasped her hands together tightly in front of her waist, averting her eyes for a moment. “I’m pretty sure Blaze was being paid by someone to do all those things.” 
 
    Shit, was she serious? If she was, then we missed a huge opportunity to read his mind. 
 
    Lily and I both gawked at her before exchanging a glance. 
 
    “Oh,” Freya said simply with wide eyes. 
 
    I gave Freya my attention. “Is that true?” I asked in disbelief, knowing she had seen Lexi’s thoughts. I then looked at Lexi apologetically, still speaking to Freya. “I mean, obviously it’s true, but surely you would have realized that yourself, right?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Freya crossed one arm underneath her large chest and pinched the bridge of her nose with her other hand. After a moment, she took a deep breath, speaking quietly. “When I tried reading her thoughts, I wasn’t expecting them to be so traumatizing. I couldn’t handle it, and what I did see made me sick.” 
 
    Lexi instantly look mortified and ashamed, prompting Lily to walk up to her to give her a hug. Lexi returned it, her hands shaking now. I suddenly recalled that incident, remembering Freya jerking away violently just after she bit my arm, only to almost fall over, grabbing the wall for support as I caught her with a tentacle. We were in such a rush at the time, that I didn’t question her about it. Not to mention, she didn’t want to waste time explaining either. 
 
    Freya took another deep breath, seeming to steel her nerves. “I should really probably try again. I need to look for any clues, to see if maybe he said something that would give us another hint.” 
 
    Lexi’s voice was shaking as she replied. “B-But, if I don’t know of anything else, then how could you seeing it help?” she asked seriously. 
 
    Freya was pensive as she thought about that. “It’s like an inside joke,” she finally began explaining. “You might hear it and remember it, but not understand the meaning behind it. For example, Heidi remembered him saying that he was going to ‘clean up’ his mess, but she had no idea what that could mean.” 
 
    Heidi jumped in. “And actually, I assumed the person who had hurt him was already dead, so I thought he meant that literally – like, cleaning up his blood so he didn’t leave any evidence behind.” 
 
    “Well…” I began tentatively. “He sort of did kill her.” 
 
    Lexi and Heidi both gawked at me, and Freya gave me a wary look, though it was too late for that now. I sighed. “She was dead when we found her, but my blood brought her back to life.” 
 
    “I’m the same way,” Freya conceded. “I died in a fire once, but somehow I got blood on me and my desiccated corpse came back to life.” 
 
    “Damn,” Heidi exclaimed. “You really are like a vampire. Is it even possible for you to die at all?” 
 
    Freya shrugged before Lily or I could react. “I’m not exactly going around trying.” 
 
    “Good point,” Heidi replied. “But shit, I knew Rose got hurt, but I didn’t realize how bad.” She took a deep breath. “I’m glad that bastard got what he deserved.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lexi whispered, still holding onto Lily. She was actually an inch taller than Lily, but it still looked like she was the one clinging. 
 
    “So,” Freya continued, moving closer to me to grab my arm. “I’m going to try again. Sorry to be so invasive, but we need to know.” 
 
    Lexi nodded weakly, turning her head away, so Freya dug her teeth into my forearm, not even trying to hide the appearance of her third eye. Heidi subconsciously took a step back when she saw it for the second time, the first being in Freya’s car after we had rescued her. 
 
    “Is Rose going to have an eye like that?” Heidi blurted out, before clamping her hands over her mouth. “Sorry,” she whispered, afraid she was interrupting Freya. 
 
    “I don’t think us talking affects what she’s doing,” I replied just as quietly, examining Freya’s blank expression. “And as far as Rose goes, yes. She can already see people’s most recent thoughts when she’s feeding.” 
 
    “Oh,” Heidi replied quietly with wide eyes. “Well…that’s…good to know…” she managed slowly, seeming a little shocked. 
 
    I barely noticed her reaction though, my focus instead on Freya. I knew she could be somewhat selective with what she saw, so I suspected she was being more careful now that she knew there were memories she decisively wanted to avoid. 
 
    After a moment, Freya grimaced and shivered like she was cold. I wrapped my arms around her, but her shivering only lasted for a moment before her expression turned blank again as her third-eye focused on Heidi. 
 
    The younger sister immediately looked uncomfortable, glancing away while clasping her hands behind her back. It was obvious she wasn’t going to run away, but was still intimidated by knowing someone else was peering into her most private thoughts and memories. 
 
    And then Freya surprised me by returning to Lexi again. At least, I assumed that’s what she was doing, until unexpectedly she gasped. 
 
    “Lily!” Freya exclaimed, prompting a confused look from the person in question. 
 
    “W-What?” Lily asked in disbelief, having no idea why her friend looked upset. 
 
    Freya immediately marched right up to her, prompting Lexi to jump away in surprise. Freya then clasped Lily’s face in her hands, holding her gaze intensely. “I love you,” she whispered firmly, almost harshly. “And I want to keep you forever. If there’s any way to do so out there, I’ll find it. Understand?” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened, her eyes slowly filling with tears, before she unsuccessfully attempted to nod, her face held firmly in place by Freya’s hands. “Y-Yes,” she finally squeaked. 
 
    “Good,” she retorted, her voice more gentle. “Then no more thoughts like that, understand?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” Lily repeated quietly. 
 
    Freya moved her thumb to wipe away a tear that had slid down her cheek. We all just stared at them, having no idea what was going on. I wanted to ask, assuming it must have something to do with Freya and my immortality, based on the prior comments, but neither Heidi nor Lexi knew that secret so I kept my mouth shut for now. 
 
    “S-So,” Lexi said after a moment. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    Freya let go of Lily’s face, but immediately grabbed a hold of her and pulled her into a tight hug as she met Lexi’s gaze. “Unfortunately, no. Other than the fact that someone was paying him to mess with our lives, there aren’t any clues to go on.” She sighed then, finally letting Lily go. “And I probably didn’t miss out on anything by not reading his mind, since most of the lackeys don’t know anything helpful.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lexi replied. “I wish I could be of more help.” 
 
    Freya shook her head. “It’s fine. And as for living with us, that’s something we’ll have to discuss separately. Having an extra two women in the house permanently is kind of a big deal.” 
 
    “I know we just bought your house,” Lexi continued. “But maybe I could sell it, and we could at least live next to you guys? I can pay to have a house built beside Lily’s, so then we would be neighbors at least.” 
 
    Freya and Lily exchanged a glance, prompting Lily to speak up. “Maybe,” she replied tentatively, turning slightly to meet Lexi’s gaze. 
 
    Well shit, I wasn’t super thrilled about that idea either, not if they wanted me to be good. I had certainly gotten used to not abusing my second-sight, but what happened if I randomly decided to check up on Lexi and Heidi and they were showering, or something? I mean, it was just so easy to do, that I might do it without even thinking about it – being not much different than just glancing over at someone absentmindedly. 
 
    And even worse, what if I caught one of them doing something funky like masturbating? Or what if they started dating again and I caught them with a guy? I could get over the two sisters moving on with their lives if they lived a fair distance away, but if they lived right next to us then it would be impossible to not continue to feel invested in their lives. And I knew I might even feel irrationally jealous about them moving on in the romance department, even though that was probably going to happen eventually either way. 
 
    In this case, some distance would be a good thing. 
 
    I cleared my throat, getting everyone’s attention. “Yeah, it’s something we’ll definitely have to talk about. Not tonight though. You’re supposed to be having a slumber party after all, unless you’re done already and everyone’s heading to bed early.” 
 
    “Definitely not done,” Heidi chimed in immediately. 
 
    The other three smiled at her. “Yes. Definitely not done,” Lily agreed with a small grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    25: Family and Friends 
 
      
 
    Rose Rossetti 
 
    January 11, 2735 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    Rose woke up when she smelt blood, concerned that something was wrong. However, after she focused on her daddy’s voice downstairs, she realized everything was okay. Her mommy must just be eating. 
 
    She sighed heavily and stretched on the couch, before getting comfortable again, listening to the adults talk downstairs. 
 
    She heard daddy tell Heidi that she could read thoughts when she was feeding. Heidi’s heartrate picked up when he said that, though she wasn’t sure why. Maybe Rose’s older friend was concerned that she might know about Heidi’s friend who had passed away when she was eleven years old – a friend who she always seemed to be thinking about whenever she let Rose drink her blood. 
 
    Rose didn’t think Heidi should feel guilty though, for not saving her friend – because she hadn’t known at the time that she could heal people. Heidi didn’t find that out until she was thirteen, having believed that her ability only worked for herself, which was two years too late. 
 
    Rose knew Heidi wasn’t being nice to her for that reason though. The older girl sincerely wanted to be there for Rose for separate reasons, though the thought of not letting her new young friend down this time had certainly crossed her mind. 
 
    Honestly, it wasn’t much different from her daddy’s thoughts when Rose had first ‘woken up’ after being hurt really badly. She knew her daddy felt guilty for not being able to protect her, and he especially felt horrible because the only reason Rose hadn’t ended up like his other daughter was because she was special like her mommy. 
 
    Rose didn’t blame him though. She knew he couldn’t be everywhere at once. He wasn’t a god. He was just her daddy, and he was doing the best he could. 
 
    As Rose began drifting off to sleep again, she vaguely heard her daddy walking up the stairs, with her mommy close behind. She thought about sitting up to get one last hug for the night, but her pleasant dreams returned before she managed to move. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 11, 2735 – Current Day – Late Evening 
 
      
 
    I went upstairs, not expecting Freya to follow after me. When I got to the bedroom, with her hot on my tail, she tackled me onto the bed before I had a chance to turn on the light, and buried her face against my chest. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I wondered, unsure if she was playing or something else. 
 
    “I just need you to hold me,” she said quietly, clinging to my shirt. 
 
    I wrapped my arms firmly around her, seeing in my second-sight that it looked like Lily was climbing the stairs now too. She paused when Heidi asked her something. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I tried again. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath, keeping her face hidden. “Both of their memories are pretty horrible, Lexi’s especially,” she admitted. “I tried to ignore the worst ones, but I couldn’t entirely.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, tightening my embrace. 
 
    “Me too,” she agreed. “Because they aren’t even my memories. Honestly, I kind of want to keep them close, just so I can protect them from anything like that happening again.” 
 
    I sighed, deciding to change the subject. “And what was up with Lily?” I wondered, noticing that she was finally climbing the stairs again. 
 
    “She’s thought a lot about it just being me and you after she’s passed away,” Freya admitted quietly. She sat up then, just as Lily entered the room, holding out her arms as if she expected the busty model to leap onto the bed into them. 
 
    Lily hesitated for a moment at the gesture, before climbing onto the bed and letting Freya yank her in between us. She then kissed her on the temple and held her tight. 
 
    “Umm, I just came to check on you,” Lily told her. “I wanted to make sure you were alright.” 
 
    “I’m alright now,” Freya replied, nuzzling her face against Lily’s neck. 
 
    She laughed nervously. “You holding me like this was a lot easier when your chest was smaller,” she commented, her cheeks turning rosy. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” Freya retorted. “I don’t know if I can handle them getting any bigger. I can’t get a breast reduction like a normal person, because my body will just heal.” 
 
    “Imagine how big they’ll get once you’re pregnant,” Lily teased, before immediately looking worried. “This won’t make you change your mind, will it?” she wondered, regarding Freya being a surrogate for her eventually. We hadn’t really planned on adding more kids to the family in the near future, but it was definitely something Lily wanted to do in the next decade at least. 
 
    Freya sighed. “Probably not,” she admitted, a smile appearing as she pressed herself into Lily more. “I mean, they really aren’t that bad overall. My muscles are already strong so it doesn’t bother my back. I’m just used to being able to run without worrying about what’s happening with my breasts.” 
 
    “Sports bra,” Lily retorted with a squeak. “You just need a really good sports bra.” 
 
    Freya laughed quietly at that, seeming amused by how flustered Lily was, kissing her lightly on the neck. 
 
    “Oh, and I grabbed your phone,” Lily added, seeming to try to find an excuse to escape her friend’s grasp. 
 
    Freya wasn’t having it though. “Thanks,” she replied quietly, kissing her on the neck again. 
 
    “Y-You have a message,” she added. 
 
    “It can wait,” Freya responded, gently rubbing Lily’s exposed stomach before slipping her hand underneath her latex top to feel her skin further up her body. 
 
    “Sam!” Lily complained. “A little help here?” 
 
    I scoffed. “What do you want me to do? This is between you and her. I’m just enjoying the show. Unless, you’re asking me to help by joining in?” I teased. 
 
    “Sam!” Lily scolded. 
 
    I laughed. “If you want her to stop, then you’re asking the wrong person.” 
 
    She groaned in annoyance, and Freya abruptly propped up on her elbow, holding out her hand. 
 
    Lily stared at her in confusion. 
 
    “My phone please,” she commented, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “O-Oh, right.” Lily angled herself towards Freya to pull it out of the back pocket of her electric blue FRIL shorts, only to have Freya use the opportunity to snag her up and pull her on top while rolling onto her back. “Freya!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “You’re so difficult,” she replied, grabbing her phone out of Lily’s pocket and looking at it, all while keeping her other arm firmly around Lily’s waist so she couldn’t climb off. Lily didn’t even bother trying though, relenting to straddling Freya’s waist since she knew she wasn’t going to be able to get away until her captor decided otherwise. Freya stared at the message for a moment, the phone lighting up her face, before her brow furrowed. “It’s from Dr. Hawthorne,” she replied, tapping her screen with her thumb. 
 
    “What’s it say?” I wondered, assuming the voice message had been translated to text for her to read. 
 
    She shook her head slightly, as she put in a password to access her voicemail. “He encrypted the message, so we’ll have to listen to it.” She finally let Lily go, allowing her to carefully dismount, and propped up on her elbow again. 
 
    Lily sat up, but stayed right next to her even though she was technically free now. 
 
    I assumed the message must be about Rose’s DNA results, since the doctor had promised to look into it. Granted, with only fourteen percent of the person’s DNA to go off of, which wasn’t even enough to consider them a biological parent, I wasn’t too surprised it had taken a while to figure anything out. Honestly, even with the leaps and bounds in DNA testing they had made, I almost wasn’t expecting Hawthorne to find anything at all. 
 
    Not that it mattered either way. Rose was Rose, independent of whose DNA was used to help make her. None of us really cared who the man or woman was, since it could be a woman given that Rose was created in a lab, and we didn’t plan on trying to contact them either way. We just wanted to know if there would be any health concerns to worry about, or concerns regarding any abilities she might have gained from that small fourteen percent. After all, if Freya’s superpower had been effectively cloned, then that could mean part of the other person’s was cloned too. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorn’s voice sounded tired. “I apologize for it taking so long for me to get back to you Ms. Rosetti, but I wanted to let you know I have made some progress on the subject we had discussed. It appears the source originates from a man named ‘Ramzi Ahmed ibn Harun al-Malik,’ who has been deceased for quite some time. I’m still looking into the details of his superpower, but I haven’t–” 
 
    Freya paused the message, and only did then I notice that she looked horrified, like she’d seen a ghost. She slowly turned her head to look at me, her eyes wide. 
 
    “S-Sam,” she stammered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked urgently. 
 
    “That man…Ramzi Ahmed ibn Harun…” Her voice trailed off as her eyes unfocused. 
 
    “Freya,” Lily said in concern, reaching out to grab her arm. 
 
    Her crimson eyes focused on me again as she finished. “It’s him, Sam. The man your mother’s family tried to marry her off to.” My breath caught in my chest as she finished. “It’s the Arab prince.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this story, please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon (even if it’s just a single sentence). Reviews can be anonymous, and they help me know which book series to focus on when writing sequels. 
 
    Plus, it’s an easy way for you to support my work! Every review is important, including yours. Thank you! 
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